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Foreword 


TOBIN SIEBERS 


Many of us, Margaret Price argues, are mad at school. We are crazy in 
the classroom. Mad and crazy are offensive terms, but they are also 
rhetorical indicators, useful both to expose discrimination against people 
with mental disabilities and to chart the road not yet taken to arrive at 
classrooms attentive to the mental diversity of students and teachers in 
higher education. Price’s goal is to apply the theory and activism of dis¬ 
ability studies to transform the way that academic thinking is under¬ 
stood. Disability studies values neurodiversity inside and outside the 
classroom. It views different kinds of thinking as a critical resource for 
higher education, not as a form of deviancy that obstructs learning or 
needs to be eliminated from academic life. 

Higher education has a strong interest in purging people with mental 
disabilities, but Price uncovers a secret population of teachers, students, 
and staff who think differently. Here the disabled mind goes to college, 
and there meets other disabled minds, and these minds are numerous and 
variable. Price demonstrates how little we understand these minds, how 
quickly our response to them turns sour, how easily we give up on teach¬ 
ing them, how predictably we label them as unteachable. More impor¬ 
tant, Price exposes how inadequate are the models with which we under¬ 
stand mental disability in higher education. Academic lore converts the 
people inhabiting the classroom into fictional personalities designed to 
cover up the distrust of thinking differently in academic life. In the guise 
of “the eccentric teacher,” “the absent-minded professor,” “the clueless 
undergraduate,” and “the nervous graduate student” exist individuals 
whose minds must be dismissed from the classroom if they pass beyond 
the “amusing” stage. 
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xii Foreword 


Consider the spectrum of familiar student personalities and how eas¬ 
ily they drift toward pathology. Teachers are happy when students ac¬ 
tively participate in class. But how quickly some of these vocal students 
are thought to slide in another direction, from being articulate and smart 
to dominating the conversation and showing off, becoming inconsiderate 
and prone to outbursts, narcissistic, perhaps violent. Teachers are un¬ 
happy when students seem unable or unwilling to participate in class. 
How quickly some of these quiet students seem to display other behav¬ 
iors, from being silent and missing class, appearing unmotivated, lazy, or 
dumb, to turning sullen, withholding, and disturbed, perhaps violent. 
There is no question of reversing the direction in these spectrums, for 
once the slippery slope toward pathology appears—and it always does— 
it becomes obvious that the spectrum itself relies on medical diagnosis. 
Teachers may insist that they are not therapists or doctors, that they are 
being asked to do things beyond their training, but their feelings of inad¬ 
equacy and suspicion in the classroom actually reveal a hidden agenda of 
classroom teaching—what is being diagnosed in persistent and deter¬ 
mined ways is the mental health of students. 

The intersection between academic and medical discourse, how the 
medical world schools the classroom, is Price’s most stunning revelation. 
Rationality, participation, independence, coherence, and collegiality are 
educational standards, Price claims, used to measure teachers and stu¬ 
dents, but they also serve a medical purpose because individuals who fail 
the standards are not only considered unfit for the classroom, they are 
suspected of being unfit for life. Teachers do see their students, despite 
protests to the contrary, from the point of view of the therapist. The reli¬ 
able, likable, sensible, independent, and smart student is judged fit for 
school; other students need help badly, but not help that teachers can 
provide—for “we are not therapists”—and so these students are exiled 
from the classroom. Medical judgments determine who is teachable, who 
should or should not be in school. 

Teachers are subject to the same judgments by students and other 
teachers. The best teachers have the best interpersonal skills. The best 
teachers have the most energy. They move around the classroom when 
they speak. They know how to use the blackboard. They gesture approv¬ 
ingly. They make their students laugh. What of the teacher who has 
chronic fatigue? What of the teacher who is manic? What of the teacher 
who has agoraphobia or panic disorder? The best teachers are supposed 
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to be good and productive colleagues. They always have a piece of schol¬ 
arship on their desk, a research project going at the lab, a conference pa¬ 
per to prepare. They offer helpful suggestions to colleagues. What of the 
teacher who has depression? What of the teacher who has memory loss? 
What of the teacher who has anxiety and cannot tolerate department 
meetings or academic conferences? Teachers with these and other mental 
disabilities are often driven out of the classroom; they exist at the mar¬ 
gins of the schools in adjunct positions or as independent scholars, find¬ 
ing entry to higher education barred by the fact that they do not measure 
up to narrow and unspoken standards of mental health. 

All of these problems Price addresses in great detail, but her most dar¬ 
ing and courageous contribution is her analysis of school shootings. De¬ 
spite the fact that school shootings are extremely rare, continued re¬ 
minders of their possibility exist everywhere. For Price, school shootings 
garner such attention because they represent the fearsome consequence at 
the heart of the greatest myth about mental disability—that the mad are 
violent. In this scenario, violence represents the probable outcome of all 
mental disability, which explains why the smallest displays of mental di¬ 
versity in the classroom invite paranoia. Price overturns, with the great¬ 
est delicacy and sympathy to victims, the false idea that the mentally dis¬ 
abled are always violent and that school shooters are monsters. Her case 
studies are difficult. Seung-Hui Cho killed 32 persons and himself at Vir¬ 
ginia Tech. Steven Kazmierczak, a 27-year-old graduate student, opened 
fire on a crowded auditorium at Northern Illinois University, wounding 
24 people, of whom six died, including himself. In a heart-breaking and 
powerful account, Price demonstrates that discussions of school shoot¬ 
ings repeat the same patterns of explanation, providing a limit case of the 
myths surrounding mental disability in higher education. The refusal to 
understand school shooters trickles down as the justification to avoid the 
shy lab partner or the unfriendly colleague, to stay out of the path of any¬ 
one whose mind seems remotely different. 

Price defines single-handedly a new direction in disability studies by 
providing incisive analyses of different minds, not only those connected 
to autism and attention deficit disorder (which are the most familiar ex¬ 
amples) but many other forms of cognitive and mental disability for 
which we do not yet have names. Price gets inside the heads of people of 
diverse thought in the classroom. She imagines differently the thoughts of 
the shy sophomore, the fidgety undergraduate, the awkward graduate 
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student. She gives us the perspective of the unfriendly office mate, the 
nervous lecturer, the panicky job candidate, the cranky older colleague. 
She gets inside their heads because they all are or will be in our heads. 
This book is more than a report on mental disability in higher education. 
It is a book brimming with ideas about how to change thinking about 
thinking in the classroom. 
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Introduction 


Bodily decay is gloomy in prospect, but of all human contempla¬ 
tions the most abhorrent is body without mind. 

—Thomas Jefferson, 
letter to John Adams, 1816 


If you are crazy, can you still be of sound mind? 

This is not an idle question: I am crazy (although I don’t usually use 
that word to refer to myself), and I make my living by using my mind. I’m 
a professor of composition and rhetoric. I spend most days thinking, 
talking, and writing. 

Some of my students have been crazy. Colleagues too. Most of us are 
good at academic work, although the opportunity—or rather, the privi¬ 
lege—we have to engage in that work varies widely. 

When you hear that someone is “crazy,” a host of stereotypical im¬ 
ages may come immediately to mind. For instance, you may picture a 
homeless person muttering on a bus; a figure lying restrained on a hospi¬ 
tal gurney; or a dull medicated gaze . 1 You might also think of danger, for 
a common assumption about mental illness is that it goes hand in hand 
with violent behavior. Often, when I talk about madness with colleagues 
or friends, they mention film and television images of violent insanity; 
they associate madness and threat. Or they may refer to the recent shoot¬ 
ings on college campuses: Virginia Tech, Northern Illinois, the University 
of Alabama-Huntsville (UAH). They might even say—as one commenter 
on a Chronicle of Higher Education blog did—that we seem to be in a 
new age of threat from “academic psycho-killers.” In the face of such im¬ 
ages, it is rarely persuasive to point out that madness is usually not 
threatening—at least not in the immediate physical sense. People with 
mental disabilities do move in an aura of constant violence within insti- 
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tutions, but as several scholars have observed, most of the violence comes 
not from these individuals but is instead directed at them . 2 

Alternatively, the image that springs to mind may be that of the ex¬ 
traordinary mad person, a star like Nobel Prize-winning mathematician 
John Forbes Nash Jr. as portrayed in the film A Beautiful Mind. That 
film upholds a truism about mental illness, namely, its link to creative 
genius. (It also upholds another truism, which is that in order to over¬ 
come one’s madness, one must simply refuse to tolerate it—“Just Say 
No” as cure—but that’s another story.) The commonsense link between 
madness and genius arises again and again, in stories about real people 
like composer Robert Schumann, who is said to have been bipolar 
(“Portrait”), as well as fictional characters like Sherlock Holmes, whose 
meticulous attention to detail has been suggested to indicate Asperger’s 
syndrome (Sanders). 

This book focuses on manifestations of madness—what I call “mental 
disability”—in the academic realm. I’m interested in the ways that men¬ 
tal disability affects the lives of students, faculty, and staff in U.S. higher 
education. I am also interested in the ways that mental disability is 
identified and valued (or, more often, devalued) in this space. Although I 
do refer to studies that make use of empirical data such as the prevalence 
of mental disabilities among college students, my concern is focused 
more upon the ways that we decide who is mentally disabled in the first 
place, and what we do once we have decided a person should be labeled 
as such. Put simply, I am interested in the stories that are told about men¬ 
tal disability in U.S. higher education. Who tells the stories? Who is priv¬ 
ileged or deprivileged through the telling? In what ways might we want 
to change the stories we are telling, the ways we are imagining the proper 
place of the disabled mind in college? Indeed, do we even know what it 
means to have a disabled (unsound, ill, irrational, crazy) mind in the ed¬ 
ucational realm, a realm expressly dedicated to the life of the mind? 

In U.S. higher education, both the “creative genius” and the “violent” 
stereotypes are referred to regularly. Faculty members who display 
“quirky” behavior are sometimes regarded with affection: think of funny 
Professor X, who mumbles in the hallways and perhaps wears outlandish 
outfits. (For what it’s worth, my anecdotal observation indicates that 
quirks are more welcome in academe when displayed by a person who is 
white, male, and/or tenured; but that is only my observation.) Some¬ 
times, less benignly, faculty members are labeled “difficult” and become 
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the object of administrative hand-wringing, or even formal sanctions. In 
this case we might think of Professor Y, who is notorious for her out¬ 
bursts in faculty meetings and who is whispered to be “unbalanced.” Stu¬ 
dents as well as professors populate the stories about madness in acad¬ 
eme: in recent decades, stories about faculty “quirks” or “difficulty” 
have been joined by more urgently worded stories about violence. So, in 
addition to Professors X and Y, we now also have Student Z, whose writ¬ 
ing contains violent themes and who, it is feared, may “go off” at any 
moment. Faculty and staff are encouraged to be alert for signs of immi¬ 
nent violence in student writing, in an atmosphere that Benjamin Reiss 
has called “quasi-psychiatric surveillance” (27), and many campuses have 
instituted “security” measures such as those outlined in the lurid (and ex¬ 
pensive) DVD titled Shots Fired on Campus: When Lightning Strikes. 
With the relatively recent addition of UAH biologist Amy Bishop to the 
roster of “academic psycho-killers,” writing by university faculty may 
soon draw the same level of attention and scrutiny. 

I believe we must pay attention to this proliferation of stories, for sev¬ 
eral reasons. First, the abundance of stories indicates that mental disabil¬ 
ity is not now—if it ever was—a rare occurrence. Although the Diagnos¬ 
tic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) announces in its 
title that it identifies “ disorder [ed]” states of mind, and thus implicitly 
deviations from the “normal,” or at least more ordered, realm, its array 
of diagnoses is so copious that it seems to suggest that “human life is a 
form of mental illness” (Lawrence Davis). It’s no coincidence that anec¬ 
dotal stories about crazy people have proliferated along with the number 
of diagnoses in DSM, for a diagnosis is in essence a story— especially in 
DSM, which relies mainly upon descriptive criteria. Some, like Lawrence 
Davis, have argued that the explosion of DSM diagnoses is approaching 
the absurd. Davis wrote in a 1997 Harper’s article, “Once the universe is 
populated with enough coffee-guzzling, cigarette-puffing, vigorous hu¬ 
man beings who are crazy precisely because they smoke, drink coffee, 
and move about in an active and purposeful manner, the psychoanalyst is 
placed in the position of the lucky fellow taken to the mountaintop and 
shown powers and dominions.” However, I argue that, while remaining 
skeptical of the motivations that have brought the enormous DSM into 
being, 3 we might also take this proliferation of stories as evidence of two 
important truths about disorderly minds. First, such minds show up all 
the time, in obvious and not-so-obvious ways; and second, recognizing 
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their appearance is not a yes-no proposition, but rather a confusing and 
contextually dependent process that calls into question what we mean by 
the “normal” mind. 

That realization, that minds are best understood in terms of variety 
and difference rather than deviations from an imagined norm, is aligned 
with a theoretical and activist stance called disability studies (DS). Ac¬ 
cording to DS scholars and activists, disability is popularly imagined as a 
medical “problem” that inheres in an individual, one that needs to be 
fixed (“cured”) and is cause for sorrow and pity. DS countermands this 
dominant belief by arguing that disability is a mode of human difference, 
one that becomes a problem only when the environment or context treats 
it as such. To take a frequent example, using a wheelchair is not in and of 
itself a problem unless one must navigate a built environment, such as a 
bus, airplane, or building, which assumes stairs are the best and only way 
to ascend from one level to another. 

In Claiming Disability, Simi Linton offers this description of DS: 

While retaining the word disability, despite its medical origins, a 
premise of most of the literature in disability studies is that dis¬ 
ability is best understood as a marker of identity. As such, it has 
been used to build a coalition of people with significant impair¬ 
ments, people with behavioral or anatomical characteristics 
marked as deviant, and people who have or are suspected of hav¬ 
ing conditions, such as AIDS or emotional illness, that make them 
targets of discrimination. . . . When disability is redefined as a so¬ 
cial/political category, people with a variety of conditions are 
identified as people with disabilities or disabled people, a group 
bound by common social and political experience. (12) 

Adopting a DS perspective is not simple. The ramifications of the 
premise described by Linton are many, and often require a disorienting 
shift away from presumptions of tragedy, courage, or brokenness. More¬ 
over, since the publication of Claiming Disability in 1998, DS scholars 
have continued an energetic debate about what DS is, how it manifests in 
various fields, and how it signifies differently for different kinds of im¬ 
pairments. Although DS is concerned with individual experience, it is 
foremost a social and political perspective. As such, it shifts the “prob¬ 
lem” of disability away from individuals and toward institutions and at¬ 
titudes. Strongly indebted to postmodern ways of knowing, DS generally 
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understands the institution as a system that produces human oppression 
(as well as privilege). This book examines the impact of one particular set 
of institutional discourses—those of U.S. higher education—on persons 
with disabilities of the mind. It is both an attempt to broaden the field of 
DS and a critique of the field’s long-standing emphasis on physical and 
sensory impairments. 

My analysis of academic discourse 4 focuses on certain commonplace 
beliefs, or topoi. Lawrence J. Prelli explains topoi (singular topos ) as “lines 
of thought that bear on a [person’s] credibility in this or that rhetorical sit¬ 
uation” (90). A topos contributes to the construction of a rhetor’s ethos, or 
perceived character. It is often an issue or theme with which she must con¬ 
tend in the process of presenting herself as a credible and persuasive per¬ 
son. Because common topoi are generally recognized by a rhetor and her 
audience, they can serve as points from which to begin arguments. How¬ 
ever, when they are shared by an in-group, they also tend to be unexam¬ 
ined; thus, as Sharon Crowley explains, “commonplaces are part of the 
discursive machinery that hides the flow of difference” (73). Common 
topoi are often invoked when rhetors wish to reinforce dominant values or 
“challeng[e] the beliefs/practices of miscreants and outsiders” (Crowley 
73). 5 This gives topoi great power, especially power on the part of domi¬ 
nant groups to exclude or punish marginalized groups or persons. 

I argue that some of the most important common topoi of academe 
intersect problematically with mental disability. These include 

• Rationality 

• Criticality 

• Presence 

• Participation 

• Resistance 

• Productivity 

• Collegiality 

• Security 

• Coherence 

• Truth 

• Independence 

For instance, what does “participation” in a class mean for a student 
who is undergoing a deep depression and cannot get out of bed? Or a stu- 
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dent who experiences such severe anxiety, or obsession, that he can 
barely leave his dorm room or home? What about a student on the 
autism spectrum who has difficulty apprehending the subtle social cues 
that govern classroom participation, the difference between “showing 
engagement” and “dominating the conversation,” the sorts of sponta¬ 
neous oral performances that are considered “smart”? What does “colle- 
giality” mean for a faculty member who has these same difficulties? What 
happens to the “productivity” of an academic writer who struggles to 
achieve the linear coherence that most academic writing demands? Or 
whose disability affects the many self-directed stages of writing and re¬ 
vising—initiation, organization, seeking and applying feedback, comple¬ 
tion? Why, indeed, is “coherence” one of the most-often emphasized fea¬ 
tures of a thesis-driven academic argument; does the demonstration of 
coherence indicate a stronger mind? How do the new requirements for 
“security” in U.S. academic environments resonate with (or against) our 
cherished values of free speech and independence? Finally, what are we to 
make of the ever-growing number of “independent” scholars in the 
United States, many of whom occupy that “independent” status because 
their mental impairments or disabilities make a securely affiliated aca¬ 
demic job impossible? 

To a great extent, we don’t know the answers to these questions, for 
academics (which I define, for the purposes of this study, to include stu¬ 
dents, staff, administrators, and independent scholars as well as faculty) 
with mental disabilities are largely excluded from academic discourse. 
The instruments of exclusion are not visible or dramatic—men in white 
coats dragging people away—but quiet, insidious: We flunk out and drop 
out. We fail to get tenure. We take jobs as adjuncts rather than tenure- 
track faculty. We transfer schools; we find a way to get a job or a degree 
elsewhere. Or not. Earlier, I said that mental disabilities are better under¬ 
stood in terms of variety and difference rather than “yes/no” diagnoses. 
That’s true; but another truth exists alongside, which is that, in the insti¬ 
tutional terms of academic discourse, a sharp rhetorical divide exists be¬ 
tween those who are allowed in and those who are not. The fondly re¬ 
garded “absent-minded” or “quirky” professor is a noticeable figure, but 
less noticeable is the student with severe depression who drops out of 
school; the adjunct with autism who never manages to navigate a tenure- 
track job interview successfully; or the independent scholar whose writ¬ 
ten works are widely cited but who cannot adhere to the social require¬ 
ments of teaching in a classroom. 
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Those of us who do function successfully in academe tend to pass 
much of the time. Sadly, the necessity of passing for survival perpetuates 
the conventional view of academe as an “ivory tower”—an immaculate 
location humming with mental agility and energy, only occasionally 
threatened (from the outside) by the destructive force of insanity. Re¬ 
cently, this destructive force is often represented as a violent student or 
faculty member who is assumed to have gone mentally haywire, like a 
bad cog in an otherwise smoothly operating machine. But things are go¬ 
ing to change, not least because those with atypical minds are entering 
academe in unprecedented numbers. (Or, as some arguments suggest, we 
are simply being noticed more often.) According to the U.S. Department 
of Education, in the year 2003-4, 22 percent of students with disabilities 
in college reported having “mental illness or depression”; 7 percent re¬ 
ported learning disabilities; and n percent reported attention deficit dis¬ 
order (“Profile” 133). Results published in the Archives of General Psy¬ 
chiatry put the numbers even higher: according to analysis of data from 
the 2001-2 National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Con¬ 
ditions, nearly half (4 6 percent) of college students reported having expe¬ 
rienced some psychiatric disorder in the year the survey was conducted 
(Blanco et al.). 6 Meanwhile, between 1994 and 2004, the percentage of 
students in K-12 schools labeled as having autism rose 525 percent 
(Monastersky). 7 Indeed, in particular locations, things are changing, and 
often for the better, as shown by programs such as “College Camp,” 
which is designed to introduce students with intellectual differences to 
college life (Sunderland). This is a book about the violence of exclusion, 
but also about the ongoing negotiations and successes achieved by aca¬ 
demics with mental disabilities—not through heroic feats of “overcom¬ 
ing,” but through microrebellions, new forms of access and cooperation, 
a gradual reshaping of what academe is and might be. 

My aim in this book is to use the activism and theory of disability 
studies to argue for changes to the ways that academic discourse is un¬ 
derstood, taught, written, and evaluated. I believe that DS has much to 
offer academic discourse, ranging from our ways of understanding class¬ 
room practices, to our ways of gathering (at conferences and meetings), 
to our communication with audiences who have a stake in our work. 
Such audiences include students, families of students, legislators and pub¬ 
lic officials, alumni of colleges and universities, and, of course, instruc¬ 
tors and professors—all of us who are concerned, one way or another, 
with the life of the mind. One of my grounding assumptions is that 
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school matters —how we learn, how we teach, how we work to develop 
new ideas that point toward a better society for all. 

Why academic discourse in particular? In part, this is my focus be¬ 
cause I have a personal stake in it. I am a professor, and I have observed 
firsthand how difficult it can be to negotiate academe with a disorderly 
mind. But there is a deeper urgency to this project as well: I perceive a 
theoretical and material schism between academic discourse and mental 
disabilities. In other words, I believe that these two domains, as conven¬ 
tionally understood, are not permitted to coexist. Academic discourse 
operates not just to omit, but to abhor mental disability—to reject it, to 
stifle and expel it. For thousands of years academe has been understood 
as a bastion of reason, the place in which one’s rational mind is one’s in¬ 
strument. But what does that mean for those of us with atypical (some 
would say “impaired” or “ill”) minds who work, learn, and teach in this 
location? In order to answer this question, we need to unpack not only 
the practices that characterize academic discourse, but also the attitudes 
and ways of knowing that underlie those practices. 

Catherine Prendergast has asked, “Does some kind of al/chemical 
transformation need to occur before the mentally ill can be heard? And in 
whom does it need to take place?” (“Rhetorics” 203). Her question in¬ 
spires me to follow with another: What transformation would need to 
occur before those who pursue academic discourse can be “heard” 
(which I take to mean “respected”), not in spite of our mental disabilities, 
but with and through them? What would have to happen to the domi¬ 
nant understanding of academic discourse, driven as it is by Aristotelian 
notions of rationalism, and largely “head-centered” (Garland-Thomson, 
“Shape” 120)? In the rest of this book, I examine the discursive processes 
by which academic discourse abhors mental disability. I also discuss ways 
that persons with mental disabilities have gained what Prendergast calls 
“rhetoricity” (“Rhetorics” 202) in various genres and spaces—through 
defiant writings, small victories, and our simple daily survival—thus 
pointing a way toward a more inclusive, and thereby enriched, academe. 

My purpose is not only to offer new insights into the rhetoricity of 
mentally disabled people, but also into ways that we might reconstruct 
“normal” academic discourses to become more accessible for all. Far 
from being an altruistic project, this is an effort that will strengthen our 
current system of academic discourse generally, for ableism impairs all of 
us. Ableism contributes to the construction of a rigid, elitist, hierarchical, 
and inhumane academic system. We have already heard many calls for 
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ways that this system should be overhauled. Adjusting our practices for 
the thoughtful inclusion of mental disabilities will improve the ways all 
of us treat one another (pun intended). Put another way, I am not argu¬ 
ing that mentally disabled persons can measure up to current “stan¬ 
dards” of academic discourse. I am arguing that academic discourse 
needs to measure up to us. 


Naming and Definition 

Who am I talking about? So far I’ve used a variety of terms to denote im¬ 
pairments of the mind, and I haven’t yet exhausted the list. Contempo¬ 
rary language available includes psychiatric disability, mental illness, cog¬ 
nitive disability, intellectual disability, mental health service user (or 
consumer), neurodiversity, neuroatypical, psychiatric system survivor, 
crazy, and mad. “No term in the history of madness is neutral,” Geoffrey 
Reaume argues, “not mental illness, madness, or any other term” (182). 
Moreover, as Ian Hacking has pointed out, particular names may thrive 
in a particular “ecological niche”—for instance, the intersection of the 
diagnosis “neurasthenia” with nineteenth-century French stories of the 
“Wandering Jew” (2, 120) or the diagnosis “drapetomania,” applied to 
African American slaves who attempted to escape (Jackson 4). Keeping 
this dynamism in mind, the following analysis does not aim to accept 
some terms and discard others. Rather, I want to clarify the different ar¬ 
eas they map and show that each does particular kinds of cultural work 
in particular contexts. Although I use mental disability as my own term 
of choice, I continue to use others as needed, and my overall argument is 
for deployment of language in a way that operates as inclusively as pos¬ 
sible, inviting coalition, while also attending to the specific texture of in¬ 
dividual experiences. In doing so, I follow the urging of Tanya 
Titchkosky, who argues that the aim of analyzing language about dis¬ 
ability should not be to mandate particular terms but rather “to examine 
what our current articulations of disability are saying in the here and 
now” (“Disability” 138). The problem of naming has always preoccupied 
DS scholars, 8 but acquires a particular urgency when considered in the 
context of disabilities of the mind, for often the very terms used to name 
persons with mental disabilities have explicitly foreclosed our status as 
persons. Aristotle’s famous declaration that man is a rational animal 
(1253a; 1098a) gave rise to centuries of insistence that to be named mad 
was to lose one’s personhood. 
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Mad is a term generally used in non-U.S. contexts, and has a long his¬ 
tory of positive and person-centered discourses. MindFreedom Interna¬ 
tional, a coalition of grassroots organizations, traces the beginning of the 
“Mad Movement” to the early 1970s, and reports on “Mad Pride” events 
that continue to take place in countries including Australia, Ghana, 
Canada, England, and the United States. MindFreedom and other groups 
organize activist campaigns, sponsor exhibits and performances, and act 
as forums and support networks for their thousands of members. Mad is 
less recognizable in the United States, which can be to its advantage, since 
its infrequency helps detach it from implication in medical and psychi¬ 
atric industries. In addition, mad achieves a broad historical sweep. Psy¬ 
chiatry, with its interest in brains, chemistry, and drugs, arose only in the 
last couple of centuries; however, writings on madness can be found in 
pre-Socratic discourse, and their historical progression through centuries 
spans medicine, philosophy, and literature, as Allen Thiher shows in Rev¬ 
els in Madness: Insanity in Medicine and Literature. 

The center of our discourses on madness has had many names: 
thymos, anima, soul, spirit, self, the unconscious, the subject, the 
person. Whatever be the accent given by the central concept, ac¬ 
cess to the entity afflicted with madness is obtained through a lan¬ 
guage game in which these concepts or names play a role, organiz¬ 
ing our experience of the world even as the world vouchsafes 
criteria for correct use of these notions. (3) 

Thiher does not discuss at length his choice of mad, but it is evident from 
the far-reaching scope of his study that this term achieves a flexibility that 
mental illness and cognitive disability do not: it unites notions of that 
“central concept” through time and across cultures. As with queer, the 
broad scope of mad carries the drawback of generality but also the power 
of mass. 

Many persons in the mad movement identify as psychiatric system 
survivors. According to MindFreedom, psychiatric system survivors are 
“individuals who have personally experienced human rights violations in 
the mental health system.” A more inclusive term is consumer/sur¬ 
vivorlex -patient (c/s/x). Drawing upon the work of Linda J. Morrison, 
Bradley Lewis argues that this term “allows a coalition among people 
with diverse identifications” while also indicating that the relationship 
between the three positions is neither exclusive nor linear (157). Lewis 
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goes on to suggest that we might add patient as well, making the abbre¬ 
viation into a quatrad (p/c/s/x), to represent the fact that some persons 
within the psychiatric system are forced into this objectified and passive 
role (157). 

When I first encountered the term survivor, I felt hesitant. It seemed 
to have unsettling similarities to “cure”: a survivor, I thought, implicitly 
had had a traumatic experience and come out the other side. This does¬ 
n’t describe my experience. I make regular use of the psychiatric system, 
and I consider myself the agent and director of my treatments; for ex¬ 
ample, I interviewed and discarded psychiatrists until I found one who 
agrees with my approach to my bodymind. 9 However, there is no avoid¬ 
ing the fact that he, not I, wields the power of the prescription pad. In 
addition, I possess the economic and cultural privilege that permits me 
to try out and reject various caregivers, a privilege not open to many in 
the c/s/x group. And finally, like any “patient,” I am subject to my care¬ 
givers’ power over information. For example, when my psychiatrist and 
my therapist conferred and arrived at one of my diagnoses, they chose 
not to share that diagnosis with me until some months later (their 
stated reason being that I had been in the midst of a crisis and was not 
ready to process the information). As it happens, I think they made an 
appropriate decision, but the fact remains that regardless of what I 
thought, the outcome would have been the same; I had no say in the 
matter. 

In her ethnographic study Talking Back to Psychiatry, Linda J. Mor¬ 
rison interviewed activists in the c/s/x movement, which she defines as 
“people who have been diagnosed as mentally ill and are engaged in dif¬ 
ferent forms of ‘talking back’ to psychiatry and the mental health sys¬ 
tem,” as well as allies including “dissident mental health professionals, 
lawyers, advocates, and family members” (ix). Morrison found that they 
made use of the term survivor in various ways, and that a “heroic sur¬ 
vivor narrative” is deeply influential in the movement, both through pub¬ 
lished accounts (such as Kate Millett’s The Loony-Bin Trip) and in indi¬ 
viduals’ processes of identity formation vis-a-vis psychiatric discourse 
(101). Participants’ survivor narratives “exist in a range of intensity, from 
high drama to muted skeptical observations” (129), but the narrative as a 
whole, Morrison argues, plays a crucial role in the movement, helping to 
build solidarity and empower resistant voices. Significantly, this narra¬ 
tive, and the term survivor, have also been singled out for denigration by 
critics (Morrison 152-53). 
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My own thinking on psychiatric system survivor was deepened when 
I discussed it with my colleague Petra Kuppers. One evening at a confer¬ 
ence, sitting on the bed in her hotel room and chewing over my thoughts, 
I said that I didn’t feel I “survived” the psychiatric system so much as 
worked within it, negotiating and resisting as I went. “But,” Petra said 
simply, “that is survival.” Her insight has shifted my view of the term: 
rather than thinking of a survivor as one who has undergone and 
emerged from some traumatic experience (such as incarceration in a 
mental institution), it can also denote one who is actively and resistantly 
involved with the psychiatric system on an ongoing basis. 

Mental illness introduces a discourse of wellness/unwellness into the 
notion of madness; its complement is mental health, the term of choice 
for the medical community as well as insurance companies and social 
support services. This well/unwell paradigm has many problems, partic¬ 
ularly its implication that a mad person needs to be “cured” by some 
means. One material consequence of this view is that mental health in¬ 
surance operates on a “cure” basis, demanding “progress” reports from 
therapists and social workers, and cutting off coverage when the patient 
is deemed to have achieved a sufficiently “well” state. For instance, al¬ 
though the American Psychiatric Association recommends that persons 
with my diagnoses remain in long-term talk therapy, my insurance com¬ 
pany (CIGNA) determined in 200 6 that I was “well enough” and termi¬ 
nated my mental-health coverage, except for brief pharmaceutical con¬ 
sultations with my psychiatrist. During a months-long battle with the 
“physician reviewer” employed by CIGNA, my therapist’s and psychia¬ 
trist’s requests for continued coverage (which, according to CIGNA’s 
rules, I was not permitted to make directly) were repeatedly turned 
down. Ultimately, my therapist was informed that the decision would 
stand unless I “actually attempt[ed] suicide,” at which point I would be 
deemed unwell enough to resume therapy. This “well/unwell” paradigm 
reflects the larger tendency of American medical systems to intervene in 
“problems” rather than practice a more holistic form of care. 

However, an advantage of mental illness is that it can be allied with 
the substantial—and sometimes contentious—conversation within DS on 
the intersections between illness and disability. In a 2001 Hypatia article, 
“Unhealthy Disabled: Treating Chronic Illnesses as Disabilities,” Susan 
Wendell points out that activists in the disability rights movement in the 
United States have often sought to “distinguish themselves from those 
who are ill” (18). This has led to a schism between those she calls the 
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“healthy disabled,” whose impairments “are relatively stable and pre¬ 
dictable for the foreseeable future” (19), and those who are chronically 
ill. Because those with chronic illnesses are often exhausted, in pain, or 
experiencing mental confusion, their very identities as activists come into 
question: 

Fluctuating abilities and limitations can make people with chronic 
illnesses seem like unreliable activists, given the ways that political 
activity in both disability and feminist movements are structured. 

. . . Commitment to a cause is usually equated to energy expended, 
even to pushing one’s body and mind excessively, if not cruelly. (25) 

Wendell acknowledges that “healthy disabled” and “unhealthy dis¬ 
abled” are blurry categories: a person with cerebral palsy, for example, 
may also experience exhaustion, pain, or mental confusion; indeed, a 
person with a physical impairment may also have a chronic illness. Usu¬ 
ally, however, “disabled” implicitly means “healthy disabled,” and full 
inclusion of the unhealthy disabled must involve “changes in the struc¬ 
ture, culture, and traditions of political activism,” with new attitudes to¬ 
ward “energy and commitment, pace and cooperation” (Wendell 2 6). As 
yet, such changes are largely unrealized. Consider the last conference 
you attended: did events run from 9:00 a.m. until late at night? Consider 
the “tenure clock,” or activist efforts that call for attendance in public 
places for hours at a time: do such occasions assume each participant 
will have the ability to meet people, interact, and function for hours on 
end? Consider the persons who did not attend. Do you know who they 
are? 

Andrea Nicki’s theory of psychiatric disability picks up Wendell’s 
point about energy and health, but reshapes it to critique the implicitly 
rational mind of the “good” disabled person—or, as Quintilian might 
have put it, the “good disabled person speaking well” (see Brueggemann, 
Lend). Not only must this person be of rational mind, Nicki argues; he 
must also adhere to a “cultural demand of cheerfulness,” which is par¬ 
ticularly insidious because in some cases—for a person with depression, 
for example—this would involve not just an attitude toward his illness 
but a direct erasure of his illness (94). Like Wendell, Nicki calls for re¬ 
design of our social and work environments, emphasizing the importance 
of interdependence as a means to achieve this goal. Anne Wilson and Pe¬ 
ter Beresford have argued that the project will be difficult, and will in- 
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volve not just surface-level changes, but a full reworking of the social 
model of disability (145). 

One part of this reworking will be the acknowledgment that, al¬ 
though discursive alliances can be drawn between physical and mental 
illness, important differences exist as well. For example, while members 
of the disability rights movement, including myself, proudly call our¬ 
selves “disabled,” many members of the c/s/x movement view the term 
disabled with more suspicion. In the view of the c/s/x movement, when 
psychiatry assigns a diagnosis of “mental illness” to a person, that person 
is marked as permanently damaged, and as one whose rights may be 
taken away—unless, of course, she complies with psychiatry’s require¬ 
ments for “care,” which may include medication, incarceration, or elec¬ 
troshock. Morrison makes this point by contrasting psychiatric diagnosis 
with the diagnosis of a cold: 

In modern psychiatry, a person who has been diagnosed with a se¬ 
rious and persistent mental illness (SPMI) is rarely considered 
“cured” or completely free of illness. The implied expectation is 
that mental illnesses are chronic. They may remit but they are 
likely to recur. Compare, for example the yearly cold symptoms 
with congestion and cough that many people experience, followed 
by recovery to a “normal” state. In psychiatric illness, recovery 
from the symptoms would not be considered the end of the prob¬ 
lem. The likelihood of a return to a symptomatic state, with resul¬ 
tant need for medical intervention, would be assumed ... [A] for¬ 
mer patient is always expected to become a future patient and the 
sick role is ongoing. In fact, if a patient believes otherwise, this can 
be considered a symptom of exacerbated illness. (5) 

This paradox, in which belief of one’s own wellness may in itself be con¬ 
sidered evidence of unwellness, lies at the heart of psychiatric diagnosis. 
To accept the psychiatric profession’s definition of oneself as sick is con¬ 
sidered a key move toward getting well; the technical term for acceptance 
of a psychiatric label is “insight.” Although members of the c/s/x move¬ 
ment occupy a range of perspectives, generally the movement resists psy¬ 
chiatry’s efforts to place its “patients” into the “sick role.” Like Deaf ac¬ 
tivists, c/s/x activists have much in common with disability activists, but 
strong differences as well—one of which is the issue of whether or not to 
self-identify as disabled. 
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One thing c/s/x and disability activists agree upon, however, is the 
deeply problematic nature of modern psychiatric discourse. Working in 
concert with the gigantic forces of for-profit insurance companies and the 
pharmaceutical industry, mainstream psychiatry places ever-increasing 
emphasis on a biological and positivist definition of mental illness, all 
while claiming to remain “theory-neutral” (Bradley Lewis 97). However, 
dissident voices can be heard within psychiatry as well. As Morrison 
shows, some medical professionals are members of the c/s/x movement. 
Groups that bring together critical psychologists and psychiatrists and 
the c/s/x movement have proliferated since the 1990s, and include the 
Critical Psychiatry Network; Psychology, Politics and Resistance; the 
Mental Health Alliance; and Radical Psychology Network. This resistant 
strain of psychiatry is sometimes called postpsychiatry, a theory/practice 
that views “mind” philosophically and socially as well as biologically. 

Postpsychiatrist medical philosophers Patrick Bracken and Philip 
Thomas argue that, once Descartes had established the now-conven¬ 
tional body/mind split (as well as valorization of the individual subject), 
subsequent theories of mind continued to perpetuate this belief, extend¬ 
ing into nineteenth- and twentieth-century psychiatry, which expanded 
its effects still further. Bracken and Thomas identify three outcomes of 
this philosophy: the beliefs that “madness is internal”; that madness can 
be explained neurologically and treated (solely) with pharmaceuticals; 
and that psychiatrists have the “right and responsibility” to coerce their 
patients (“Postpsychiatry” 715). Postpsychiatry offers an alternative 
path, Bracken and Thomas suggest, not by replacing old techniques with 
new ones, but rather by “openjing] up spaces in which other perspectives 
can assume a validity previously denied them”—especially the perspec¬ 
tives of those labeled “mentally ill” (“Postpsychiatry” 727). In addition 
to centering the agency of mad people, Bracken and Thomas argue for re¬ 
placing the conventional separation of body and mind with an emphasis 
on social context, ethical as well as technical (chemical) modes of care, 
and an end to the claim that coercive “treatments” are applied for “ob¬ 
jective” or “scientific” reasons. In a later, briefer article, Bracken and 
Thomas clarify the relationship of Cartesian dualism to postpsychiatry: 
human mental life, they argue, is not “some sort of enclosed world resid¬ 
ing inside the skull,” but is constructed “by our very presence and 
through our physical bodies” (“Time to Move” 1434). 

Bradley Lewis offers an in-depth account of postpsychiatry in Moving 
Beyond Prozac, DSM, & the New Psychiatry: The Birth of Postpsychia- 
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try. Describing himself as a “hybrid academic,” Lewis holds both an 
M.D. in psychiatry and a Ph.D. in interdisciplinary humanities (ix). From 
this unusual position, Lewis makes a call for postpsychiatry that is both 
pragmatic and theoretical: cyborg theory, neurophysiology, and the gov¬ 
erning structure of the APA all occupy significant parts of his attention. 
Moving Beyond Prozac describes “a theorized postpsychiatry,” which 
would “take seriously the role of language and power” as well as “work 
without the pseudo-foundations and pseudo-certainties of modernist sci¬ 
ence and reason” (17). Lewis does not wish to do away with psychiatrists 
and clinics, but rather to reform them. The reformed “clinical en¬ 
counter,” for example, would include “not only the modernist values of 
empirical diagnosis and rational therapeutics but also additional clinical 
values like ethics, aesthetics, humor, empathy, kindness and justice” (17; 
see also Lewis, “Narrative Psychiatry”). While pragmatic, Lewis’s argu¬ 
ment is not individualistic, but aimed at discourses and structures of 
power. Individual psychiatrists and practices do need to change, Lewis 
suggests, but the core project is revision of the psychiatric profession to 
become more democratic, less positivist, less capitalistic, and to include 
the voices and concerns of all its stakeholders, including the c/s/x group. 

Neuroatypical and neurodiverse mark a broader territory than psy¬ 
chiatric discourse: these terms include all whose brains position them as 
being somehow different from the neurotypical run of the mill. Neu¬ 
roatypical is most often used to indicate persons on the autism spectrum, 
including those with Asperger’s syndrome (AS), but has also been used to 
refer to persons with bipolar disorder (Antonetta) and traumatic brain 
injuries (Vidali). In her “bipolar book” (13) A Mind Apart, Susanne An¬ 
tonetta argues that neurodiversity acts a positive force in human evolu¬ 
tion, enabling alternative and creative ways of thinking, knowing, and 
apprehending the world. 

A potential problem with the rhetoric of neurodiversity is that it can 
read as overly chipper (like a “Celebrate Diversity!” bumper sticker); its 
optimism can flatten individual difference. However, it also carries a 
complement, neurotypical (or NT), which destabilizes assumptions 
about “normal” minds and can be used to transgressive effect (Brown- 
low). For example, Aspies For Freedom has used NT to parody the 
rhetoric of “cure” propagated by the organization Fighting Autism. Un¬ 
til very recently, Fighting Autism published and maintained a graphic 
called the “autism clock” (fig. 1) which purported to record the “inci¬ 
dence” of autism for persons aged three to twenty-two and the supposed 
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The “autism clock” (captured on 
June 6, 2009) published by Fighting 
Autism. This image was taken down 
in July 2010 in response to activists’ 
protests. 


Parody of the “autism clock” pub¬ 
lished by Aspies For Freedom. 


economic “cost” of this incidence. 10 In response, Aspies For Freedom 
published a parody of the autism clock (fig. 2), which pathologizes neu¬ 
rotypicals and suggests that for the onrush of diagnoses (“1 every 
minute”), there will be “2 to take them.” 

While Fighting Autism viewed autism as a disease that must be battled 
and cured, Aspies For Freedom takes the stance that autism is a form of 
neurodiversity, that is, of difference, not something that should be eradi¬ 
cated. Although public opinion of autism tends to be dominated by the 
disease/cure model, resistant voices of neurodiversity have proliferated, 
especially through web-based communities, blogs, and webtexts (see, for 
example, Yergeau, “Aut(hored)ism”). 

Some DS scholars, including Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson, have called 
for a coalition of those with psychiatric and cognitive disabilities; she 
suggests that the term mental disability can be used to denote the rhetor¬ 
ical position of both groups: 

For the purposes of this paper, I group mental illness and severe 
mental retardation under the category mental disabilities. Despite 
the varieties of and differences among mental impairments, this 
collective category focuses attention on the problem of gaining 
rhetoricity to the mentally disabled: that is, rhetoric’s received tra¬ 
dition of emphasis on the individual rhetor who produces 
speech/writing, which in turn confirms the existence of a fixed, 
core self, imagined to be located in the mind. (157) 
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In other words, according to Lewiecki-Wilson, the notion that one’s dis¬ 
ability is located in one’s mind unites this category, not because such a 
thing is inherently true, but because persons with these kinds of disabili¬ 
ties share common experiences of disempowerment as rhetors—a lack of 
what both Prendergast and Lewiecki-Wilson call “rhetoricity.” My own 
struggles for adequate terminology follow Lewiecki-Wilson’s call for 
coalition politics. Although it is important to note the differences be¬ 
tween specific experiences, in general I believe we need both local 
specificity and broad coalitions for maximum advantage. Persons with 
impaired bodyminds have been segregated from one another enough. 

For a while, I used the term psychosocial disability. I like its etymol¬ 
ogy, the fact that it bumps psych (soul) against social context; I like its 
ability to reach toward both mind and world. Its emphasis on social con¬ 
text calls attention to the fact that psychosocial disabilities can be vividly, 
and sometimes unpredictably, apparent in social contexts. Although it’s 
common to describe psychosocial disabilities as “invisible,” or “hidden,” 
this is a misnomer. In fact, such disabilities may become vividly manifest 
in forms ranging from “odd” remarks to lack of eye contact to repeti¬ 
tious stimming. 11 Like queerness, psychosocial disability is not so much 
invisible as it is apparitional, and its “disclosure” has everything to do 
with the environment in which it dis/appears. 12 Psychosocial disability 
announces that it is deeply intertwined with social context, rather than 
buried in an individual’s brain. 

Although psychosocial has been used in narrow ways that comply 
with a medical model of disability, it also has considerable traction 
within disability studies. In her introduction to a 2002 special issue of 
Disability Studies Quarterly, Deborah Marks argues that a psychosocial 
perspective can “challenge the disciplinary boundary between psycholog¬ 
ical and social paradigms.” Taking up her point, Patrick Durgin has am¬ 
plified the term’s radical possibilities: 

A “psycho-social formulation” is, in short, the none-of-the-above 
option in the diagnostic pantheon. It is the excluded middle or lim- 
inal space where impairment meets world to become disability. To 
use clinical language, it does not “present” clinically because it re¬ 
sists being given diagnostic surmise; and yet it won’t “pass” as 
normal. (138) 

Durgin goes on to argue that, although psychosocial may seem a kind of 
“golden mean” between medical and social paradigms, it too must un- 
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dergo critical examination; not least, I would add, because this term can 
and has been used in medicalized and positivist projects. For example, in 
the third and fourth editions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders, the authors have made a great show of considering so¬ 
cial factors in their new classification of “mental disorders,” and also of 
having involved a broad base of patients and clinicians in developing the 
manual. Yet, as Lewis points out, that show is largely illusory; the central 
developers of the landmark DSM-III (and inventors of its categories) 
numbered just five persons, and the overarching rationale for the manual 
is increasingly positivist and biological. Despite this history, I value the 
potential of psychosocial for reappropriation. In a sense, Durgin is saying 
to the authors of the DSM, “You want social? We’ll give you social.” 

My appreciation of psychosocial has been affirmed by philosopher 
Cal Montgomery, who pointed out its usefulness in terms of sensory as 
well as cognitive disabilities, saying, “I do think we need a way of talking 
inclusively about people for whom access to human interaction is prob¬ 
lematic.” (See chapter 6 for elaboration of this point.) However, having 
spent the last couple of years trying this term out—on the page, in con¬ 
ference presentations, at dinner with friends—I’ve become increasingly 
uncomfortable with it, because in most cases it seems to provoke puzzle¬ 
ment rather than connection. Explaining my experiences to Cal, I wrote: 
“I’ve been using the term ‘psychosocial disability’ in various settings for 
over a year—at conferences, in casual conversations, in my writing, 
etc.—and it seems that, unless I’m writing an article where I can fully ex¬ 
plain what I’m getting at, people just kind of go blank when I use the 
term. I have started to feel like, what’s the point of using a term that no 
one gets but me?” Put simply, in most social contexts, psychosocial failed 
to mean. 

So I have taken another tack. Following Lewiecki-Wilson, these days 
I’m using mental disability. As Lewiecki-Wilson argues, this term can in¬ 
clude not only madness, but also cognitive and intellectual dis/abilities of 
various kinds. I would add that it might also include “physical” illnesses 
accompanied by mental effects (for example, the “brain fog” that attends 
many autoimmune diseases, chronic pain, and chronic fatigue). And, as 
Cal suggests, we should keep in mind its potential congruence with sen¬ 
sory and other kinds of disabilities—that is, its commonalities with 
“people for whom access to human interaction is problematic.” 

Finally, while I respect the concerns of those who reject the label dis¬ 
abled, I have chosen to use a term that includes disability explicitly. In my 
own experience, claiming disability has been a journey of community, 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


20 Mad at School 

power, and love. Over the last twenty years, I have migrated from being 
a person who spent a lot of time in hospitals, who was prescribed med¬ 
ications and prodded by doctors, to a person who inhabits a richly di¬ 
verse, contentious, and affectionate disability community. Let me tell a 
story to explain this migration: On a December day in 2008, I arrived in 
a fluorescent-lit hotel room in San Francisco to listen to a panel of schol¬ 
ars talk about disability. I had recently made a long airplane journey and 
felt off-balance, frightened, and confused. I sat beside disability activist 
and writer Neil Marcus, and when he saw my face, he opened his arms 
and offered me a long, hard-muscled hug. That hug, with arms set at 
awkward angles so we could fit within his wheelchair, with chin digging 
into scalp and warm skin meeting skin—that, to me, is disability com¬ 
munity. Neil may or may not know what it is like to wake with night ter¬ 
rors at age forty, I may or may not know what it feels like to struggle to 
form words, but the reaching across those spaces is what defines disabil¬ 
ity for me. We write, we question and disagree, we are disabled. Simi Lin¬ 
ton has said of the term disability that “We have decided to reassign 
meaning rather than choose a new name” (31). 

And so, in naming myself a crazy girl, neuroatypical, mentally dis¬ 
abled, psychosocially disabled—in acknowledging that I appear (as a col¬ 
league once told me) “healthy as a horse” yet walk with a mind that 
whispers in many voices—I am trying to reassign meaning. In the best of 
all possible worlds I would refuse to discard terms, refuse to say which is 
best. I believe in learning the terms, listening to others’ voices, and nam¬ 
ing myself pragmatically according to what the context requires. I believe 
that this is language. 


Overview of Chapters and a Note on Style 

Many of us are mad at school. This includes not only those of us with 
mental disabilities who work and learn in academic settings; it also in¬ 
cludes those who are mad at school in the other sense—frustrated, criti¬ 
cal, and concerned. Such persons may include clinicians and social work¬ 
ers; the friends and family members of students, staff, and faculty with 
mental disabilities; and researchers of educational settings or mental dis¬ 
abilities from a great variety of disciplines. In other words, many differ¬ 
ent people, coming from many different backgrounds, have a stake in this 
book. For this reason, I have attempted to write in a manner that is ac- 
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cessible to a wide variety of readers. I’ve tried to imagine audiences in¬ 
cluding my students; my colleague who specializes in mathematical data- 
mining; my mother (a retired administrator in higher education); my fa¬ 
ther (a psychology professor); and my friend Sarah, whose youngest son 
has Down syndrome. This book contains stories about my own experi¬ 
ence, because I believe stories are one way of accessing theory. It also con¬ 
tains stories told by others, those I’ve worked with and engaged in re¬ 
search with. And it does contain a fair amount of “academic jargon”— 
reviews of studies, speculation on theories, writing by teachers and re¬ 
searchers. I hope that you, as the reader, will pick and choose the parts of 
this book that are meaningful to you. I want to offer it as a kind of smor¬ 
gasbord, not a single sustained argument that must be read from begin¬ 
ning to end. 

Chapter i addresses the question of academic discourse itself—what it 
is, and how it intersects with the discourses of mental disability. Begin¬ 
ning with classical rhetoric, it explores the significance of topics includ¬ 
ing “rationality” and “the critical.” This chapter also introduces my 
methodology, which is an adaptation of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 
and pays particular attention to rich discursive features (Barton) includ¬ 
ing juxtaposition, interdiscursivity, pronouns, and key terms. 

Chapter 2 focuses on the classroom. I begin by introducing my theory 
of kairotic space, which I define as the less formal, often unnoticed, areas 
of academe where knowledge is produced and power is exchanged. 
Drawing upon rhetorical theories of kairos as well as DS theories of “crip 
time,” I analyze topoi including “presence,” “participation,” and “resis¬ 
tance.” Through close reading of students’ writing, as well as teachers’ 
accounts of their classroom experiences, I explore the role these features 
play in the exclusion of persons with mental disabilities from academic 
discourse, and consider digital as well as face-to-face pedagogical spaces. 
The chapter concludes with a series of concrete suggestions for creating 
more inclusive classroom spaces. 

Chapter 3 examines professional kairotic spaces, including confer¬ 
ences and job searches. Such gatherings generally assume various abili¬ 
ties, including the ability to operate in crowds, to navigate unfamiliar ge¬ 
ographies, and to cope with fast-moving and often agonistic exchanges 
(for instance, the question-and-answer session after a conference panel). 
Drawing upon published guidelines from professional organizations such 
as the Modern Language Association and American Psychological Asso- 
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ciation, as well as written accounts by faculty (including non-tenure- 
track faculty), I analyze these texts in terms of the topoi “collegiality” 
and “productivity.” As with chapter 2, I conclude with concrete sugges¬ 
tions for creating a more inclusive professional infrastructure. 

Chapter 4 shifts focus from the everyday spaces of academe to its rep¬ 
resentation in crisis—specifically, in the context of school shootings. Be¬ 
cause the shooting at the University of Alabama-Huntsville occurred 
just as this book was going to press, my focus is on two other sites—Vir¬ 
ginia Tech and Northern Illinois University. However, I stress that the 
myths and representations that played out in stories of students Seung- 
Hui Cho and Steven Kazmierczak are being reiterated in stories of fac¬ 
ulty member Amy Bishop. This chapter argues that representations of 
school shootings usually presume that madness was the cause of the 
shooters’ actions. But in such representations, madness tends to operate 
as the mechanism through which the shooters are placed in a deviant 
space separate from everyone else (“normals”). In this way, an attempt 
is made to construct academe as a “safe zone” that must be protected 
from the violent incursions of madness. Accounts of Cho and Kazmier¬ 
czak can be read as medicalized case studies that perpetuate dominant 
discursive formations in which the topos of security is used to buttress 
myths of race, class, and violence. 

Chapter 5 turns its focus to textual sites of microrebellion in which 
rhetors with mental disabilities find ways to speak on their own terms. 
This chapter analyzes A Mind Apart: Travels in a Neurodiverse World, 
by Susanne Antonetta; Lying: A Metaphorical Memoir, by Lauren 
Slater; and “Her Reckoning: A Young Interdisciplinary Academic Dis¬ 
sects the Exact Nature of Her Disease,” by Wendy Marie Thompson. 
Using the rich feature of pronouns as a window into the larger dynam¬ 
ics of power and personhood that play out in these texts, I show that 
they subvert the conventional imperatives of autobiography by engag¬ 
ing in a strategy I call counterdiagnosis. Counter-diagnosis refuses a 
confessional position and refigures key topoi of autobiographical prose 
including “rationality,” “coherence,” and “truth.” These texts claim 
cultural and academic capital not in spite of, but through, their authors’ 
neuroatypicality. 

Chapter 6 exists because, quite simply, I could not bear to publish this 
book without careful attention to those who operate outside the privi¬ 
leged borders of academe, whether by choice or by exclusion. The chap- 
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ter is a small-scale qualitative study involving interviews with three inde¬ 
pendent scholars, Leah (Phinnia) Meredith, Cal Montgomery, and Ty 
Power. Given the shocking statistics about academics with mental dis¬ 
abilities—for example, that 86 percent of students with psychiatric dis¬ 
abilities withdraw from college before completing their degrees (Collins 
and Mowbray 304)—I felt that there were important stories to be told by 
those who operate from contingent and marginal positions. In addition, 
I wanted to apply the principles of accessible design to qualitative re¬ 
search, exploring the ways that access must shift and stretch when par¬ 
ticipants and researcher have mental disabilities. The primary topos in¬ 
vestigated in this chapter is independence itself: what does it mean to be 
an “independent” scholar in a social and academic system rife with the 
inequities of ableism? Ty, Cal, and Phinnia offer important correctives to 
my own thinking as well as provocative insights about how academic dis¬ 
course and qualitative research might be reformed to become more ac¬ 
cessible for all. 


End Note 

Much of this book is a story, or rather, a series of stories. I believe that in¬ 
corporating narratives of experience is one way to improve access to aca¬ 
demic prose. (Also, and admittedly, it’s just the way I write.) Among the 
stories I like best are those that render their own occasions of telling— 
that is, the ones that explain how and why they came about, what the 
writer was thinking, what impelled the ideas to come into form. And so I 
begin my own storytelling with the tale of how this book began. 

I can mark the moment with some precision, because—typically—I 
was taking notes. The moment occurred at the Conference on College 
Composition and Communication in early April zoo8. I was sitting in a 
chilly conference room at the New Orleans Riverside Hilton for an after¬ 
noon session titled “Teaching Writing through the Lens of the Body: Dis¬ 
ability in the Composition Classroom.” Although the panel title implied 
a focus on physical disability, I knew from the presentation titles that 
there would be significant focus on mental disabilities: Muffy Walter 
Guilfoil was presenting “The Mad Hattress in the Composition Class¬ 
room,” and George Williams was presenting “Depression, Anxiety and 
Empathy in First-Year Writing Courses.” At some point while listening to 
the speakers, I opened my notebook and scribbled this: 
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The page of notes that became this book. From author’s files. 


The result is the book you hold in your hands, are reading from a 
screen, or are listening to. Simply put, I wrote this book because I could 
not go any longer without writing it. 
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CHAPTER I 


Listening to the Subject of Mental Disability 

Intersections of Academic and Medical Discourses 


All our writing is spun out of our guts, whatever kind of writer 
we are, but we arrange many codes of indirection to avoid letting 
our guts be seen in our academic articles and books. 

—Donald Wesling, 
“Scholarly Writing and Emotional Knowledge” 


What is it about feelings that causes critics to flee? 

—Elspeth Probyn, 
Blush 


I teach writing at a four-year college, and in pretty much every class I 
teach—first-year composition, argumentation, research methods, even 
creative nonfiction—I use the word rhetoric a lot. My students often ask 
me what it means. I could offer them one of Aristotle’s classical defini¬ 
tions—“Rhetoric is the counterpart of dialectic” (1354a), for instance, or 
“Rhetoric is the ability to discern the available means of persuasion” 
(1355b). However, I prefer to put my definition in terms that are, in my 
students’ parlance, more relatable —so I usually end up saying something 
like, “Rhetoric is the ways we communicate with each other, not only in 
writing or by speaking, but also in visual ways, like pictures, or even in 
subtle ways like the expressions on our faces or the attitudes we bring to 
each other.” I generally have to restrain myself from going on and on 
about it—emphasizing that I don’t just mean communication, for in¬ 
stance, or blabbing about the Sophists and Kenneth Burke—because I 
want my students to focus on one simple feature of my definition: 
rhetoric is already part of their lives, already something they know about 
and are skilled in. I hope to lead them away from the notion that rhetoric 

2-5 
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is necessarily negative (“empty rhetoric,” “mere rhetoric”) and also to 
demystify the term. Sometimes I tell them this story: A few days before I 
began a Ph.D. program called “Rhetoric and Composition,” I pulled my 
dictionary off the shelf and looked up rhetoric. I didn’t know what it 
meant either, not really, and I was afraid someone might ask me. My 
point is that rhetoric is both familiar and unfamiliar; it is the water in 
which we all swim, but a term rarely used in everyday life. With this in 
mind, I’ll begin by explaining my approach to mental disability, which I 
call a rhetorical approach, and why it’s important to consider mental dis¬ 
abilities in terms of rhetoric. 

Rhetoric is a persuasive endeavor, not just in the obvious sense (e.g., 
trying to convince Dad to give you the car keys for the evening) but in 
subtler senses as well: Are you coming across as a reliable person? A lik¬ 
able person? Are you making sensei Your words, gestures, appearance, 
the authorities you call upon—do they inspire others? Do they give you 
credibility? Is your audience motivated to action, or to contemplation, or 
at least to receive your message, to take it seriously? This is rhetoric. So 
then, what does it mean when a person with a mental disability—schizo¬ 
phrenia, for instance—bumps up against this basic human need to be re¬ 
ceived, listened to, understood? In “On the Rhetorics of Mental Disabil¬ 
ity,” Catherine Prendergast explains why rhetoric poses a particular 
problem for persons with mental disabilities: a diagnosis as mentally ill 
“necessarily supplants one’s position as rhetor” (191). Those with mental 
disabilities, Prendergast argues, exist in a “rhetorical black hole” (198). 
We speak from positions that are assumed to be subhuman, even non¬ 
human; and therefore, when we speak, our words go unheeded. “To be 
disabled mentally,” Prendergast concludes, “is to be disabled rhetori¬ 
cally” (202). In concrete terms, this means that persons with mental dis¬ 
abilities are presumed not to be competent, nor understandable, nor 
valuable, nor whole. We are placed in institutions, medicated, loboto- 
mized, shocked, or simply left to survive without homes. The failure to 
make sense, as measured against and by those with “normal” minds, 
means a loss of personhood. Prendergast marks this oppression with the 
term rhetoricity (202): that is, the ability to be received as a valid human 
subject. Persons with mental disabilities lack rhetoricity; we are rhetori¬ 
cally disabled. 

This might not seem like such a big deal, until we consider the depth 
and reach of rhetoric in our lives. To lack rhetoricity is to lack all basic 
freedoms and rights, including the freedom to express ourselves and the 
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right to be listened to. Moreover, as Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson has shown, 
some rhetors—including the “severely mentally retarded and mentally 
ill” (157)—are denied these basic freedoms and rights even by the most 
liberal measures. Liberal humanists, including those in the disability 
rights movement, Lewiecki-Wilson argues, fight for the rights of people 
with many kinds of disabilities, including mobility and sensory impair¬ 
ments. But at the level of rhetoricity, the system breaks down. While the 
disability rights movement has made tremendous gains in legal and social 
areas, Lewiecki-Wilson shows, these benefits have accrued to “those dis¬ 
abled who can meet the tests of liberal subjectivity”—which generally 
does not include those with severe cognitive or psychiatric disabilities 
(159). And the touchstone for this system of internal oppression, 
Lewiecki-Wilson suggests, is communication itself: 

Each assumption of liberal subjectivity—autonomy, intention, the 
essential stability of something called intelligence linked to a core 
self, and language as reflection of that inner core—is brought to 
crisis when mentally disabled people have moved from having lit¬ 
tle or no language toward communicating complexly using collab¬ 
orative practices such as facilitated communication. (160) 1 

In other words, if one can communicate and be received as a valid com¬ 
municator, one can be included in various humanist projects, including 
disability rights. However, if one lacks that particular ability, one is gen¬ 
erally overlooked—or rather, obliterated as a speaking subject, placed 
into Prendergast’s “black hole” (198). Nirmala Erevelles, also writing 
about facilitated communication, makes a similar point about the inti¬ 
mate relationship between rhetoric and status as human. Echoing 
Lewiecki-Wilson, Erevelles argues that debates within disability studies 
are “brought to crisis” when forced to consider “deviant” subjects, in¬ 
cluding those classified as mad, for such subjects upend both “positivist 
rules” and “humanist rationality” (“Signs of Reason” 53). Thus, if I did 
take more time to discuss rhetoric with my students, I would say this: 
Rhetoric is not simply the words we speak or write or sign, nor is it sim¬ 
ply what we look like or sound like. It is who we are, and beyond that, it 
is who we are allowed to be. 

This brings me to discourse; for if rhetoric governs who we are al¬ 
lowed to be as persons, discourse is a primary tool of that process of gov¬ 
ernment. I draw this argument in part from Michel Foucault, who has 
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defined discourse as “the group of statements that belong to a single sys¬ 
tem of formation” (Archaeology 107), which he amplifies to mean “dis¬ 
cursive formation,” or statements that are grouped together and “insti¬ 
tutionalized, received, used, re-used, combined together, the mode 
according to which they become objects of appropriation, instruments 
for desire or interest, elements for a strategy” (Archaeology 117). Dis¬ 
course, in Foucauldian terms, is a web of human phenomena that are 
plied in an ongoing struggle for power and knowledge, two entities he 
viewed as so intertwined he often wrote them as one (power/knowledge). 
In his later works, Foucault revised his view of power/knowledge to em¬ 
brace the term governmentality, which he described as part of “a trian¬ 
gle” of power/knowledge entities. Naming the points of the triangle 
“sovereignty-discipline-government,” Foucault argued that this mecha¬ 
nism of power/knowledge “has as its primary target the population and 
as its essential mechanism the apparatuses of security” (“Governmental¬ 
ity” 102). Security here refers not only to more literal and explicit in¬ 
stances of security, such as the moves toward “campus security” de¬ 
scribed in chapter 4; it also refers to a “web of social control” plied by the 
modern state that “generatejs] an increasing specification of individual¬ 
ity” ordered around the concept of normality (Tremain, “Foucault” 6 ). 
One effect of governmentality, therefore, is the creation and maintenance 
of the disabled subject—the figure around whom structures including 
asylums, “assistive” technologies, and telethons are constructed 
(Tremain, “Foucault” 5). In this book, I pay attention to the structures 
that govern educational contexts, including not only those structures ex¬ 
plicitly marked as being “for” disabled people, such as “special educa¬ 
tion,” but also those that are implicitly marked as being “for” everyone, 
including the “normal” operations of spaces such as classrooms, confer¬ 
ences, and academic writing. 

Foucault has been criticized for his rather nihilistic view toward 
power/knowledge and the limp role he assigns to subjects, although some 
DS scholars have argued that his later works offer a more nuanced form 
of agency through theories of ethics (see, for example, Allan). It has also 
been suggested that, while Foucault identified the shift of medical dis¬ 
course toward the domain of empirical clinical “findings,” he underesti¬ 
mated its significance for individual patients—perhaps because of his 
skepticism about individual agency in the first place. For example, 
H. Tristram Engelhardt Jr. argues that Foucault discounts the importance 
of patients’ power to define their own ailments, which was degraded by 
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the rise of medical discourse, as their complaints “came to be understood 
as bona fide problems only if they had a pathoanatomical or pathophys¬ 
iological truth value” (183). Other critics, such as Bradley Lewis, use Fou- 
cauldian theory to argue that we can, as individual subjects, wreak 
change even within powerful discursive formations such as psychiatric 
discourse. Lewis argues that “there is always room to shape, reshape, and 
resist within discursive formations” (46). 

One such resistant strain of theory/methodology, which grew along¬ 
side Foucauldian theory, is critical discourse analysis (CDA). Norman 
Fairclough’s theory of discourse, in contrast to Foucault’s, is explicitly 
activist: 

This is not a matter of reducing social life to language, saying that 
everything is discourse—it isn’t. ... I see discourse analysis as “os¬ 
cillating” between a focus on specific texts and a focus on what I 
call the “order of discourse,” the relatively durable social structur¬ 
ing of language which is itself one element of the relatively durable 
structuring and networking of social practices. (Analysing 2-3) 

For Fairclough, then, attention to discourse is foremost an activist goal. 
Identifying the workings of governmentality through texts 2 is not an end 
in itself, but rather a means to intervene in such practices to effect social 
change. I argue that CDA is a theory/method particularly well suited to 
DS for a number of reasons, including their shared investment in recog¬ 
nizing social relations in terms of power and difference as manifested 
through language (Price, “Access Imagined”). Ruth Wodak has explained 
this investment as follows: “Power is about relations of difference, and 
particularly about the effects of differences in social structures . . . CDA 
takes an interest in the ways in which linguistic forms are used in various 
expressions and manipulations of power” (n). Like CDA, DS concerns 
itself with human difference, and emphasizes the ways that people with 
disabilities are ostracized, medicalized, heroized, and otherwise pushed 
out of the societally defined space of the “normal.” And like CDA, DS 
has a long history of interest in the ways that language is used to con¬ 
struct formations of power and difference. 

In my analysis of academic discourses, I will rely on methods drawn 
from CDA, not often in the microlinguistic style applied by Fairclough 
and others, but in a broader way that draws upon Ellen Barton’s theory 
of discourse analysis. Barton defines discourse analysis as follows: 
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Discourse analysis involves looking at texts, inductively identify¬ 
ing their rich features and salient patterns, and then using these 
features and patterns as examples in an argument in support of 
some generalization(s) or claim(s) about the meaning relations be¬ 
tween features, texts, and their contexts. (23) 

Barton further clarifies what she means by “rich features” by defining 
them as “linguistic features that point to the relation between a text and 
its context” (23). In other words, a rich feature offers a cue to the reader, 
who can then make a connection between a text and the context from 
which it arises. The use of wheelchair-bound versus wheelchair user is an 
example of one such rich feature: wheelchair-bound, usually adjectival, 
imagines a person who is confined to the wheelchair, “bound” to it, while 
wheelchair user explicitly names the person (“user”) and deploys ivheel- 
chair as a single, nonconfining, feature of that person. 3 Such linguistic 
differences may seem subtle until one is in a position to begin noticing 
how ubiquitously wheelchair users are described in popular discourse as 
being “bound” or “confined” to their wheelchairs. 

Barton emphasizes that this form of analysis, even at its most qualita¬ 
tive, does not consist of simply trawling through a text and picking out 
features at will. Rather, a systematic inductive process must govern the 
selection of rich features. Such features must possess, according to Bar¬ 
ton, both “linguistic integrity and contextual value” (24). That is, they 
must appear often enough in the text to warrant the formation of gener¬ 
alizations, and they must contribute in a “significant” (24) manner to the 
way that text makes meaning. In my own analyses, I pay close attention 
to linguistic formations including pronouns, active or passive voice, 
genre, definition, intertextuality, and interdiscursivity, applying to each 
of Barton’s criteria for rich feature analysis. Analysis of these formations 
has led to the identification of topoi including rationality, criticality, pres¬ 
ence, participation, productivity, collegiality, security, coherence, truth, 
and independence. 

Generally speaking, the topoi I am interested in circulate around the¬ 
ories of reason. The rise of academic discourse in the United States has 
been deeply enmeshed with the Enlightenment ideal of reason, which in 
turn is steeped in classical rhetorical dualisms such as right/wrong and 
good/bad. From Plato to Aristotle and on through modernist rhetorics, 
descriptions of rhetoric tend to presuppose a particular kind of rhetor— 
what Quintilian called the “good man speaking well .” 4 This view as- 
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sumes that goodness, rightness (in the sense of moral rightness), and 
truth are universal and inseparable, as in Cicero’s announcement, “There 
is a true law, a right reason, conformable to nature, universal, unchange¬ 
able, eternal, whose commands urge us to duty, and whose prohibitions 
restrain us from evil.” Now, the Sophists, most famously Isocrates, took 
a somewhat wilder view of “truth,” and by no means is classical Greek 
rhetoric the only tradition that merits attention (see “Beyond Greco-Ro¬ 
man Rhetorics”; Glenn, Rhetoric Retold; Lipson and Binkley). However, 
it is generally agreed that contemporary U.S. education has been heavily, 
if not primarily, influenced by the dominant Greek rhetorical theories 
dating from Plato and beyond. An often-cited example of the valoriza¬ 
tion of reason comes from Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics. In his intro¬ 
duction to that volume, Jonathan Barnes glosses eudaimonia, or “happi¬ 
ness,” as a function of reason: a happy man “frequently performs with 
some success the most perfect of typically human tasks . . . [which is] ra¬ 
tional activity” (xxxiv). I want to pause here for a moment and unpack 
this claim, for its implications are complex. At first glance, it seems to be 
a simple valorization of reason as abstract entity. However, more careful 
study indicates that Aristotle’s “reason” can be interpreted more flexibly. 
And yet, I argue, even in our more postmodern readings of Aristotle’s rea¬ 
son, the omission of rhetors with mental disabilities continues to persist. 

Aristotle’s statement could be taken as an argument for a dry, abstract 
form of reason (more like Plato’s), but numerous scholars have argued 
that Aristotle’s notion of “reason” is in fact more complicated. This is the 
case made by James S. Baumlin and Tita French Baumlin in “Psyche/Lo¬ 
gos: Mapping the Terrains of Mind and Rhetoric.” They suggest that, far 
from being separate realms, rhetoric and psychology are deeply impli¬ 
cated with one another: Platonic dialogue is a form of “healing through 
language” (247), and an Aristotelian appeal to ethos is “a radically psy¬ 
chological event situated in the mental processes of audience” (251). The 
authors’ eventual point is that, along with the three traditional rhetorical 
appeals outlined by Aristotle (ethos, pathos, and logos), we ought to pay 
attention to a fourth, mythos, a community-based form of truth/persua¬ 
sion, which gives due consideration to the role of audience and “reaches 
beyond conventional logic” (257). Mythos would allow us to move be¬ 
yond conventional notions of reason as logical proof and to recast it as 
“a means of participation in the rhythm of the universe, its contrasting 
joys and pains” (257). It would seem, according to the history presented 
by Baumlin and Baumlin, that reason and emotion reside together quite 
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comfortably, and hence, that there is ample space to theorize rhetoricity 
for those with mental disabilities. 

However, as I read “Psyche/Logos,” I am most struck by the fact that 
this analysis retains one fixed point: namely, that all rhetors will possess 
some baseline of health, whether that be defined as mental health or, in 
more classical terms, “the health of the soul” (Baumlin and Baumlin 247). 
It is true that Aristotle’s version of health requires a “harmonious” rela¬ 
tionship among rationalism, emotionalism, and appetite (248). That is, a 
careful reading of Aristotle does give some space to emotion and commu¬ 
nity discourse as legitimate factors in rhetoric. But even as Baumlin and 
Baumlin celebrate the power of mythos to move beyond a conventional 
model of individual rationalism, this model remains, as they put it, “a 
healing story” (257). The possibility that a mind might be radically un¬ 
healed, unwell (in conventional terms), that it might be crazy or neu- 
roatypical—this possibility is not offered space even in the expanded ver¬ 
sion of rhetorical appeals suggested by “Psyche/Logos.” Thus, although 
the boundaries of rhetoric are broadened by Baumlin and Baumlin to al¬ 
low more space for rhetorics of emotion, “emotion” is carefully circum¬ 
scribed in a way that disallows the mad subject. Rhetoricity is still denied. 

Much contemporary work on classical rhetoric continues the habit I 
have identified in “Psyche/Logos.” Although scholars have earnestly tried 
to include consideration of emotion, irrationality, and even specific men¬ 
tal disabilities (such as post-traumatic stress disorder), into their analy¬ 
ses, this fixed point seems to persist: rhetoric exists as a healing property; 
its role is to socially integrate the mad subject; and “healing” is social in¬ 
tegration. For example, the definition of “healing” offered by the editors 
of Writing and Healing is “change from a singular self, frozen in a mo¬ 
ment of unspeakable experience, to a more fluid, more narratively able, 
more socially integrated self” (Anderson and MacCurdy, “Introduction” 
7). Note the elision of narratively able with socially integrated. This 
definition suggests that social integration is key to narrative ability, which 
would seem to foreclose the possibility of a mad rhetor, for what is mad¬ 
ness but a radical disunity of perception from that held by those who 
share one’s social context? Despite many attempts to refigure rhetoric 
through multiracial, feminist, poststructural, sophistic, and other theo¬ 
ries, the underlying presumption of reason-as-normality has remained 
largely unchanged. Even when our stated beliefs would urge us to do oth¬ 
erwise, we continue to practice academic discourse (in classrooms, in 
writing, at conferences) as a project of social hygiene. Our practice con- 
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tinues to circulate around the imperatives to diagnose, cure, contain, or 
expel the mad subject. 


Rhetorical Approaches to Psychiatric Discourse 

We are accustomed to thinking of medical rhetoric as a realm far re¬ 
moved from academic rhetoric—except in the appearance of “scientific” 
findings, “objectively” presented in journals such as Science or Nature. 
Psychiatric rhetoric, as a subcategory of medical rhetoric, is governed 
away from academic life with particular care. Perhaps because of the 
popular conception that unsound minds have no place in the classroom, 
academic and especially pedagogical research seem almost obsessed with 
the diagnosis of sound and unsound minds. The impulse underlying this 
predilection, I argue, is a desire to protect academic discourse as a “ra¬ 
tional” realm, a place where emotion does not intrude (except within 
carefully proscribed boundaries), where “crazy” students are quickly re¬ 
ferred out of the classroom to the school counseling center, and where 
“unstable” or “difficult” teachers are triaged out by means of the tenure- 
and-promotion system. This impulse is explored in more detail in the two 
following sections. First, however, we must understand the ways that 
psychiatric discourse itself facilitates this divide. 

Psychiatric discourse positions itself as natural, scientific, and objec¬ 
tive, a system through which human minds may be reliably measured as 
“crazy” or “normal,” and through which human bodies can therefore be 
sorted into their appropriate spaces: the educational institution or the 
mental institution. Yet it is, like any communicative endeavor, a rhetori¬ 
cal project: as J. Fred Reynolds argues, “As more and more people are de¬ 
clared to have and are then treated for an ever-expanding list of mental 
illnesses, more and more will become dependent on and vulnerable to the 
rhetoric, particularly the recorded rhetoric, of the mental health care pro¬ 
fessions” (152). It is crucial to understand psychiatric discourse as a 
rhetorical endeavor, not least because this discourse often claims to oper¬ 
ate in ways that transcend rhetorical concerns such as context and audi¬ 
ence. I focus my discussion of psychiatric discourse upon the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, a text whose importance to 
the field of mental health “cannot be overstated” (Aho 245). I argue that 
this manual’s claims to objectivity, its implication with capitalist struc¬ 
tures including the pharmaceutical and insurance industries, and espe¬ 
cially its efforts to conceal the rhetorical processes of its own revision and 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


34 


Mad at School 


publication, help sustain the complementary impulse from teachers and 
scholars across the disciplines to regard mental disability as something 
radically “other” to everyday life, including the everyday life of univer¬ 
sity culture. To put it in simpler terms, both psychiatrists and teachers are 
interested in governing the mad subject in academic discourse, and the 
two groups’ efforts feed each other. 

The DSM was first published in 1952 by the American Psychiatric As¬ 
sociation. Its appearance was fueled by American psychiatrists serving 
during World War II, who advocated outpatient treatment of servicemen 
and veterans. The manual has since undergone a series of revisions, each 
designated by a Roman numeral: DSM-II (1968), DSM-III (1980), and 
DSM-IV (1994). 5 A new revision, DSM-5, is expected in 2013. Each revi¬ 
sion includes changes to the system of classifying mental disorders, some¬ 
times dramatic ones; one of the most often-cited shifts between DSM-II 
and DSM-III was the removal of homosexuality as a mental disorder (al¬ 
though it was replaced, at the time of that specific 1973 revision, by the 
diagnosis of “Sexual Orientation Disturbance”). Most analysts agree 
that the publication of DSM-III was a watershed event. According to the 
manual’s authors, “DSM-III introduced a number of important method¬ 
ological innovations, including explicit diagnostic criteria, a multiaxial 
system, and a descriptive approach that attempted to be neutral with re¬ 
spect to theories of etiology” (DSM-IV-TR xxvi; emphasis added). How¬ 
ever, critics of the manual place this revision in strikingly different terms. 
According to a discourse analysis conducted by Lucille Parkinson Mc¬ 
Carthy, a rhetorician, and Joan Page Gerring, a psychiatrist, DSM-III 
“represents not an incremental development of its two predecessors but, 
rather, a dramatic shift in psychiatry toward the biomedical model and 
away from competing models, which dominated the field before 1980” 
(157). In other words, revisions of DSM have represented an increasing 
adherence to a model of mental disability as a measurable and biological 
phenomenon, and DSM-III was a turning point in this process. 6 

The outcomes of this turn have been dramatic. Mitchell Wilson’s 1993 
critique points out two important ones: first, the power base of psychia¬ 
try shifted, with researchers replacing clinicians as the most powerful 
voices in the psychiatric profession (400); and second, DSM-III’s claim of 
objectivity allowed the manual to begin to seem “natural—not made by 
human hands” (408). Citing Habermas, Wilson argues that DSM-III’s 
claim of objectivity “serves, rhetorically, as the most persuasive argument 
on its own behalf” (408). This second tactic has been critiqued by numer- 
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ous philosophers of science, including Sandra Harding: by setting itself up 
as “objective” or “neutral,” scientific discourse provides a simultaneous 
argument for its stance while also insulating itself against the possibility 
of alternative arguments. Donna Haraway calls this strategy a “god- 
trick” (189), and Thomas Nagel the “view from nowhere”: that is, it 
claims a gaze that comes from nowhere and everywhere all at once, om¬ 
niscient and unlocatable, and therefore shielded from any countergaze. 7 

Wilson’s analysis, published in the American Journal of Psychiatry, is 
relatively mild; critiques from outside psychiatry are more pointed. For 
example, Anne Wilson and Peter Beresford, identifying as psychiatric sys¬ 
tem survivors, state flatly that “From our perspectives, having been on 
the receiving end of [psychiatry’s] diagnostic process, the categorization 
and classification of our mental and emotional distress has served no use¬ 
ful purpose” (146). McCarthy and Gerring argue that DSM-III represents 
not only a shift toward the biomedical model, but also “works to main¬ 
tain the dominance of psychiatry among mental health disciplines [and] 
enhances its prestige in relation to other medical specialties” (186). Aho 
emphasizes the “market forces” involved in the revision of DSM-III, trac¬ 
ing the relationship between the manual’s biomedical approach and its 
“marriage” to the pharmaceutical industry and the concomitant growth 
of privately “managed” health care in the United States (244). Lennard J. 
Davis, writing on obsession, calls DSM an “obsessive text” (10) and 
notes that the in-group of researchers on obsessive-compulsive disorder 
(OCD) are shored up by each other’s material privileges—that is, they 
publish, cite, and fund one another—and are also “well-funded by the 
drug companies” that sell drugs that purport to “cure” obsession (2.2.0). 
One of the most sustained and radical readings comes from Bradley 
Lewis. In Moving Beyond Prozac, DSM, and the New Psychiatry, Lewis 
summarizes both the “bad science” (102-5) and “bad rhetoric” (105-9) 
that went into the making of DSM-III, referring, in the latter analysis, to 
“psychiatry as an agent of normalization, state control, and multicultural 
oppression” as well as to its implication in the “pharmaceutical industry 
boondoggle” (109). 

And yet, Lewis argues, bad science and bad rhetoric aren’t even the 
worst problems. The ugliest part of the DSM-III story is “the people in¬ 
volved,” those who practiced what Lewis calls “bad politics” (109). This 
story is a shocking array of subterfuges and exclusions, with the role of 
chief villain going to Robert Spitzer, chair of the task force that created 
DSM-III. Lewis reports that the committee assembled by Spitzer during 
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late 1974 and early 1975 consisted of five psychiatrists who formed an 
“ ‘invisible college’ of like-minded researchers” (112) and “carefully elimi¬ 
nated any people with alternative perspectives,” including clinicians (114). 
The task force quickly made major changes to the manual, including its 
new emphasis on medicalization and classification, and then, for five 
years, “covered its tracks” by engaging in a long process of “field trials” 
that, Lewis maintains, “effectively covered over” the fact that a very small 
group had already made most of the major ideological and procedural 
changes (114). The DSM-III, Lewis points out, claims that the field trials 
involved over 12,000 patients evaluated by about 550 clinicians, and lists 
hundreds of “contributors” (114). But those involved in the field trials 
“ ‘tested’ the manual according to the rules, norms, and priorities of the 
initial [five-member] task force” (115). In other words, these “contribu¬ 
tors” were “testing” a model that had already been radically shifted; they 
were not involved in the ideological, rhetorical, and clinical shift itself. 

From that point, Lewis’s story of “bad politics” grows even more dis¬ 
turbing, citing exclusion of psychologists, social workers, and researchers 
who attempted to bring feminist perspectives to DSM-III. “[P]retty much 
anyone who was not a privileged, white, male, academic psychiatrist,” 
Lewis concludes, was “systematically snubbed, ignored, denigrated, and 
dismissed” (115). Looking briefly at DSM-IV and anticipating DSM-5, 
Lewis argues that we can continue to expect more of the same, with the 
manual making some changes to content but retaining its “basic scientis¬ 
tic frame and its fundamental power relations” (119). Moving Beyond 
Prozac offers more than this scathing critique, however. In its final chap¬ 
ter, the book turns to an extensive and detailed plan for ways that psy¬ 
chiatry might be refigured to become “a theorized postpsychiatry” (17), a 
profession that is less coercive and more democratic, one that includes 
not only all its practitioners but also its “patients” as important and 
powerful voices. Unfortunately, as Lewis concedes in the book’s epilogue, 
such a revolution “will not occur soon” (165). 

The criticisms of DSM presented here are only the tip of the prover¬ 
bial iceberg. I selected them because their attention to rhetoric and dis¬ 
course analysis makes them especially salient to my own project, but the 
total number of DSM criticisms must number in the hundreds, perhaps 
even in the thousands. And yet, although decades of work have exposed 
not only the rhetorical nature of psychiatry, but also the dubious agendas 
of the rhetors who compose its key texts, most teachers and scholars tend 
to accept psychiatric rhetoric on its own terms: as an objective, benign, 
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and stable authority. References to mental phenomena in academic dis¬ 
course—“rational” argument, “critical” thinking, “emotional” pedago¬ 
gies—often use psychiatric discourse as a touchstone, presuming both its 
authority and its benevolence. As a result, our practices reflect its biases, 
so that the mad subject in academic discourse is repeatedly diagnosed, 
“healed,” ostracized, fetishized, or expelled. 


The Rational (or Critical) Man Speaking Well 

In a deeply influential 1982 College English article, James A. Berlin of¬ 
fered a taxonomy of pedagogies with reference to the rhetorics of reason. 
Although his article addresses itself to writing teachers, I believe it can be 
usefully applied to pedagogies of all kinds, for its subject is not merely 
writing in the technical sense, but rhetoric in the broader sense of higher 
education: that is, knowledge manifested through communicative deliv¬ 
ery. Berlin’s taxonomy identifies four kinds of pedagogies: Neo-Aris¬ 
totelian (Classicist), Current-Traditional (Positivist), Neo-Platonist (Ex- 
pressivist), and New Rhetoric. Berlin argues that the first three 
approaches, each in a different way, understand language as a way to ac¬ 
cess essential truths. He summarizes their beliefs: 

Classical Rhetoric considers truth to be located in the rational op¬ 
eration of the mind, Positivist Rhetoric in the correct perception of 
sense impressions, and Neo-Platonic Rhetoric within the individ¬ 
ual, attainable only through an internal apprehension. In each case 
knowledge is a commodity situated in a permanent location, a 
repository to which the individual goes to be enlightened. (773-74) 

As this quotation indicates, Berlin is worried about the prospect of a ped¬ 
agogy that views knowledge as a “commodity” located in a static place 
where an individual student can go “to be enlightened” (774). How to 
break away from that reliance on essential knowledge? The answer, 
Berlin maintains, is to be a New Rhetorician, one who understands lan¬ 
guage as the dynamic constructor of the “dialectical interplay between 
the individual and the world” (774). In other words, an individual does 
not perceive the world (or himself) and then report those perceptions 
through language; rather, the language an individual uses constructs his 
world and himself. 

Although current-traditional and positivist approaches still hold great 
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sway in postsecondary education, what Berlin calls the New Rhetorical 
approach has also gained in influence, especially in practices labeled “crit¬ 
ical pedagogy” (discussed in more detail below). I am—under Berlin’s tax¬ 
onomy—a New Rhetorician myself. But I am troubled that Berlin’s view 
of academic discourses seems to keep one point solid: rationality. Al¬ 
though Berlin does not use this term to describe New Rhetoric, his entire 
theory hinges on the notion that all minds work in basically the same way, 
albeit with different experiences and points of view. For example: 

In teaching writing ... we are teaching a way of experiencing the 
world, a way of ordering and making sense of it. As I have shown, 
subtly informing our statements about invention, arrangement, 
and even style are assumptions about the nature of reality. (776; 
emphasis added) 

In extolling his method, Berlin takes for granted that the individual 
rhetor will be able to make sense of her world for an audience. Although 
Berlin attempts to make room for diverse perspectives, by accounting for 
the social construction of different rhetors’ “assumptions about the na¬ 
ture of reality,” I argue that this theory nevertheless overlooks the 
dilemma of “ordering and making sense” faced by rhetors whose worlds 
may be not simply marked by, but composed of, ways of knowing fun¬ 
damentally invested in dis/order and non/sense. To illustrate the dilemma 
Berlin’s theory may present to rhetors with mental disabilities, I turn to 
the dance piece Invisible in Disabled Country, written and performed by 
Kathy Mancuso. 

In this piece, Mancuso combines a series of floor-based movements 
with a dialogue between two interlocutors, both of which she voices while 
dancing. The first voice is an oppressive questioner, one who demands 
knowledge. “ Where have you been?” it says. “Tell me your story. Account 
for yourself. What are your symptoms? What are your signs?” The second 
voice resists the questioner, crying out at one point, “Sometimes I think 
the problem is you!” and, at the close of the performance, demanding, 
“Why do you get to ask all the questions?” The moment on which I want 
to focus is one in which the first voice asks, “ What is your disability, any¬ 
way?” In response, Mancuso, embodying the strengthening resistance of 
the second voice, rolls onto her back, legs in the air, and shouts directly 
into her backside: “If I could tell you, it wouldn’t be there!” 
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Katherine Mancuso performs Invisible in Disabled Country. Still frame of 
videotaped performance courtesy of Katherine Mancuso and Lori Teague. 



I’ve taken the time to illustrate this performance-based moment be¬ 
cause I believe it, with its combination of movement and dialogue, offers 
a powerful retort to Berlin’s suggestion that any rhetor ought to be able 
to “order” and “make sense” of her experience for an audience. Invisible 
m Disabled Country suggests that attempting to voice the “truth” of 
mental disability creates a paradox that is the very opposite of “talking 
out one’s ass.” If talking out one’s ass means producing fluent, inauthen¬ 
tic rhetoric, then talking into one’s ass might mean producing rhetoric 
whose very authenticity destroys its fluency—perhaps even its ability to 
be voiced at all. Applying this argument to Berlin’s notion of rhetoric, I 
suggest that although Berlin does acknowledge that the truths sought by 
the New Rhetorical approach should be “the product of individuals call¬ 
ing on the full range of their humanity” (777), he misses the fact that 
those with mental disabilities are always already defined as nonhuman, 
by dint of their failure to make sense. In other words, he has not consid¬ 
ered the possibility that some subjects might lack rhetoricity. 

Following the social turn of the 1960s, administrators and teachers of 
academic discourses began to replace “reason” and “rationality” with 
“criticality,” or “critical thinking,” as their highest aim; however, the pre¬ 
sumption of a rational subject remained stable. This presumption has re- 
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ceived quite a bit of criticism, often from authors taking a feminist or 
poststructuralist viewpoint. An early critique is Elizabeth Ellsworth’s 
now-classic 1989 article “Why Doesn’t This Feel Empowering? Working 
Through the Repressive Myths of Critical Pedagogy.” In this piece, 
Ellsworth takes critical pedagogy to task on a number of issues, includ¬ 
ing its belief that “the foundation for classroom interaction is reason” 
(304). This belief plays out in many ways, including exhortation of stu¬ 
dents to engage in learning through “sharing” and “dialogue” (310). 
Ellsworth explains why “sharing” and “dialogue” are more problematic 
than critical pedagogy generally assumes them to be: 

Dialogue in its conventional sense is impossible in the culture at 
large because at this historical moment, power relations between 
raced, classed, and gendered students and teachers are unjust. . . . 
Conventional notions of dialogue and democracy assume rational¬ 
ized, individualized subjects capable of agreeing on universalizable 
“fundamental moral principles” and “quality of human life” that 
become self-evident when subjects cease to be self-interested and 
particularistic about group rights. (316) 8 

Ellsworth’s point here is that reason itself—at least at the present social 
and historical moment—is an oppressive construct, played out through 
seemingly benign imperatives such as “sharing” and “dialogue.” The no¬ 
tion that any rhetor, including a student or a professor, can engage in di¬ 
alogue about oppression presumes that all rhetors share a universal and 
“reasonable” basis for that dialogue. But, as Ellsworth emphasizes, “all 
voices in the classroom are not and cannot carry equal legitimacy, safety, 
and power in dialogue” (317). Nor do all rhetors bring an equal (or 
rather, equivalent) sense of what concerns are “reasonable,” what are 
“rational” and “appropriate” ways to voice ideas—in short, what sort of 
human to be in the classroom. Knowledge in academic discourse, 
Ellsworth argues, should be recognized as “contradictory, partial, and ir¬ 
reducible” (321), but at the time of her article’s publication, twenty years 
ago, the default presumption was that each rhetor would come from a 
shared rational standpoint. 

Does such a presumption still hold? Well, yes and no. While theories 
that challenge rationality in academic discourse abound, everyday prac¬ 
tice tends to adhere to the presupposition of the rational student (or 
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teacher). In other words, we (the neuroatypical) are still required to pan¬ 
tomime our way through our work, embodying—or enminding—as best 
we can the “good man speaking well.” 9 

A relatively early challenge to the rational subject of academic dis¬ 
course came from Lester Faigley’s Fragments of Rationality in 1992. 
Faigley expresses a concern similar to Ellsworth’s: that the “process 
movement” of writing pedagogy in the 1960s and 1970s was “domesti¬ 
cated” in the 1980s through the continued coupling of rhetoric to ratio¬ 
nality and “the preservation of the belief that the student writer is a 
rational, autonomous individual” (225). Faigley argues that post¬ 
modernism might be the key to decoupling rhetoric from rationality, sug¬ 
gesting that we might, instead, take up a view of the writer as an “ethical 
subject.” Ethical subjectivity, Faigley maintains, is an “obligation of 
rhetoric”: 

It is accepting the responsibility for judgment. It is a pausing to 

reflect on the limits of understanding. It is respect for diversity and 

unassimilated otherness. It is finding the spaces to listen. (239) 

Faigley’s notion of the ethical subject offers an alternative to the (pre¬ 
sumably) rational, dialoguing/sharing student in the classroom. His sug¬ 
gestion—one that has been considerably elaborated in the last fifteen 
years—is that networked classrooms and other forms of digital rhetoric 
might be key to fostering the presence of the ethical, rather than the ra¬ 
tional, subject. Yet his exhortation is also fairly vague. It’s one thing to 
call for attention to “limits of understanding” and “unassimilated other¬ 
ness” (239); it’s quite another to attempt to enact this sort of attention in 
a classroom. The pragmatics of Faigley’s “ethical” pedagogy remained 
for other teacher/scholars to articulate fully. 

Two such articulations have come from Amy Lee ( Composing Critical 
Pedagogies, 2000) and Krista Ratcliffe (Rhetorical Listening, 2005). I’ve 
chosen these two texts because both are concerned with everyday class¬ 
room practice; both take up the challenge from Ellsworth and Faigley to 
account for the learning subject through theories other than rational au¬ 
tonomy; and both emphasize “listening” as a key feature of postmod¬ 
ernist critical pedagogy. Each text comes from an important, but distinct, 
theoretical basis: Lee grounds her argument in the educational theories of 
critical pedagogy propounded by Freire, Flenry Giroux, Peter McLaren, 
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and Jennifer Gore, while Ratcliffe draws upon a wider but largely philo¬ 
sophical or rhetorical spectrum of authorities, announcing that her study 
“is indebted to [James] Phelan and [Andrea] Lunsford, to [Victor] Vi- 
tanza and [Michelle] Ballif, to [Martin] Heidegger, [Jacqueline Jones] 
Royster, [Alice] Rayner, and [Toni] Morrison” (27). And, most impor¬ 
tantly for my project, both studies earnestly attempt to engage difference 
in academic discourse, paying a great deal of attention to “listening” as a 
rhetorical strategy. But in doing so, both continue to presume that rhetor¬ 
ical subjects will be able to speak from their own experiences, will be able 
to —returning to Berlin’s phrase—“make sense.” I am heartened and also 
troubled by this presumption. I must ask: If a student (or teacher) lacks 
rhetoricity, what happens to this vaunted process of listening ? Is it possi¬ 
ble to listen to the mad subject? 

Lee’s Composing Critical Pedagogies centers upon a theory of “revi¬ 
sioning,” which Lee describes as an ongoing process of gaining sociopo¬ 
litical awareness, “recognizing that one’s mind is made up along an array 
of choices and why it is made up this way” (181). Bringing together 
strategies from process and critical pedagogies, Lee argues that ap¬ 
proaches such as peer response and personal narrative can be used as a 
means to heighten students’ awareness of their sociopolitical positions 
(80). She summarizes her goals as “engaging students in a consideration 
of their ‘selves’ and their texts as constructions, foregrounding how they 
can, to some degree, author those constructions, and a recognition of dis¬ 
course’s role in ‘shaping’ those constructions” (246). In short, her peda¬ 
gogy is grounded in the “faith” (93) that the self must be seen in relation 
to the larger world, to others, to language. This is a self fundamentally 
grounded in community and interchange. 

A passage in Composing Critical Pedagogies that exemplifies that 
faith is Lee’s description of a heated exchange in her classroom that she 
names the “Rap on Rap” (241). This exchange, taking place face-to-face, 
involved Lee and six students. One student (Jason) argued that rap had 
no link to violence, and the other five students (Magdalana, Joseph, Al¬ 
bertina, Patrick, and Karen F.) argued that the issue was more complex 
(241-45). Jason, whom Lee describes a “white American from Long Is¬ 
land” (242), repeatedly interrupted the other students and caused tension 
in the discussion, despite Lee’s having “shot him effectively silencing 
glance[s]” (245). Afterward, Lee was told by the other students that they 
felt she had “let him win” and that Jason had failed to “respect” her as 
the teacher (245). In a later “revisioning” of the “Rap on Rap” (256), Lee 
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suggests that Jason’s position as a middle-class white male permitted him 
to view his position as “seamless”—that is, not fragmented, nor con¬ 
tested, nor irrational (259). Others participating in this discussion, in¬ 
cluding Karen F., were forced to contend with their own subjectivities 
precisely because those subjectivities were “Othered” in the classroom, 
were both apparent and contested. Reflecting on the “Rap on Rap,” Lee 
says she was “unsettled” by her students’ criticism of having “let” Jason 
“win,” and that a strategy of listening might provide an alternative to 
what she saw at the time as a dualistic struggle between her own position 
and Jason’s: 

Magdalena’s criticism unsettled me. Should I have enforced more 
structure onto the conversation? Should I have imposed an inter¬ 
pretation as the “truth” at the end of the discussion? The problem 
is, that at the time the discussion took place, I was conflating these 
two positions. Rather than considering an array of choices or of 
roles, I only envisioned two: either I could impose order and there¬ 
fore impose a “truth” or I could choose not to intervene directly 
and hope my own refusal to be interrupted was teaching him [Ja¬ 
son] something. However, I could have imposed structure, evoked 
my authority as teacher-facilitator, without simultaneously silenc¬ 
ing the debate. I could have advocated reciprocity in speaking and 
listening to one another, without advocating a particular “right” 
answer. As Magdalena pointed out, I had failed them, not because 
I did not speak up for her side, but because I didn’t require that 
everyone present participate as active listeners while she and the 
others were speaking. (263) 

Through her “revisioning” of this classroom event, Lee arrives at a posi¬ 
tion that suggests listening is as important to critical consciousness as is 
speaking from one’s position. In doing so, she adds a crucial considera¬ 
tion to theories of critical pedagogy: the issue is not simply speaking one’s 
truth, but also receiving others’. 

The notion of listening as critical strategy is further developed in Rat- 
cliffe’s Rhetorical Listening, which offers an extended theory of rhetori¬ 
cal listening, arguing that it involves four primary “moves”: 

1. Promoting an understanding of self and other 

2. Proceeding within an accountability logic 
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3. Locating identifications across commonalities and differences 

4. Analyzing claims as well as the cultural logics within which 
these claims function. (2 6) 

Like Lee’s, Ratcliffe’s study focuses on race as a key construct through 
which rhetorics of listening play out in the classroom. 10 Arguing against 
the prevalent myths of gender-blindness and race-blindness (5) in class¬ 
rooms, Ratcliffe suggests that instead, teachers should strive to “lay all 
gender and race ‘cards’ on the table in hopes [of] negotiating the exist¬ 
ing (mis)perceptions about them and their intersections” (135). This is a 
thread of rhetorical listening that Ratcliffe names pedagogical listening 
(146), and entails strategies that involve explicit study of constructs 
such as whiteness, as well as how these constructs intersect with local 
situations—that is, “our daily lives” (151). Analyzing works by four 
students with whom Ratcliffe has practiced her strategies for pedagog¬ 
ical listening, Ratcliffe concludes that these essays “represent what stu¬ 
dents are capable of producing when they listen to how discourses of 
whiteness are performed by themselves and/or others” (170). Like Lee’s 
study, Ratcliffe’s ends on a hopeful note: rhetorical listening offers the 
possibility of “greater understanding” and “more ethical rhetorical 
conduct” (171). 

I applaud both Lee’s and Ratcliffe’s efforts to explore concrete possi¬ 
bilities for a postrational classroom, and both studies have strongly af¬ 
fected my own teaching. Yet I am still left with my primary question: 
What happens to the rhetor who cannot be “listened” to—because ze is 
not present, or fails to participate in discussions, or fails to “make sense” 
on a neurotypical scale? Have we truly moved beyond the premise of the 
rational subject freely taking part in the “dialogue” of academic dis¬ 
course? Have we really found a way to transcend the “good man speak¬ 
ing well”? Or, perhaps, do we now simply have lots of good gender men, 
women, and genderqueers, located in diverse positions of race, class, sex¬ 
uality, and mobility/sensory ability, who still must speak well in order to 
access this new pedagogy of listening? If we seriously regarded mentally 
disabled subjects in the classroom (and in other arenas where the 
power/knowledges of academic discourses are exchanged), what would 
happen to our concepts of diversity and difference? 

In his 2006 article “Transcending Normativity,” David L. Wallace 
tackles this dilemma, noting the ways that academic discourse—even 
when it earnestly tries to engage human difference—is governed by a 
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“presumption of normativity” (503). His own awareness of difference, he 
says, involves 

continual reminder[s] that my ability to make a substantive ac¬ 
counting for difference—particularly systemic differences such as 
race, gender, class, sexual identity, religion/spirituality, and physi¬ 
cal or mental/emotional abledness—depends not only on the 
recognition that my perspective is always limited by my experi¬ 
ences, and thus can never be taken for normative, but also that I 
must take initiative in educating myself if I hope to understand dif¬ 
ference and speak about it responsibly. (503) 

In this call, Wallace makes several important moves. Two coincide with 
moves made by Ellsworth, Lee, and Ratcliffe: First, he notes that one’s 
experience will necessarily limit one’s perspective, so that no one holds a 
truly normative position; and second, he emphasizes the importance of 
“continual reminders],” which he later amplifies to mean ongoing prac¬ 
tice. In other words, mere awareness is not enough. Even as academic 
writings resound with calls for attention to difference, Wallace argues, 
our actual practices rarely enact this attention. It is this sort of specific at¬ 
tention to practice that, I believe, makes studies like Lee’s and Ratcliffe’s 
so valuable. However, Wallace also makes a third move, which is not 
shared by most other proponents of critical pedagogy: he asserts that 
recognition of differences including disability may involve mental as well 
as physical conditions. Although Wallace doesn’t elaborate on the com¬ 
plications that attend inclusion of mentally disabled students (and in¬ 
structors) in academic discourse, he does at least place this concern on 
the map. 

If we shift our perspective to another angle, however, mental disabil¬ 
ity has been on the map of academic discourse for quite a while, through 
studies that address topics including emotion, affect, and (occasionally) 
trauma. And although critical pedagogy is notorious for eschewing emo¬ 
tion in the form of “sentimental,” “personal,” or “expressivist” writing 
(see, for instance, Bartholomae’s “Writing With Teachers”), research in 
critical pedagogies quite often addresses the issue of emotion in academic 
discourse. This is because critical pedagogy takes as a given that teachers 
ought to address issues of power, identity, and ideology in the classroom, 
issues that are always already emotionally charged. The emotions that 
get discussed in critical pedagogy tend to be ones like anger, frustration, 
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and defensiveness: that is, the sort of reactions one might expect when 
asking students to reexamine their investments in structures of power 
and privilege. 


The Emotional Turn in Academic Discourse 

Critical pedagogy, as C. Mark Hurlbert and Michael Blitz declare in their 
collection Composition and Resistance, “causes, perhaps requires, an un¬ 
comfortable state of mind” (43). This theme of affect or emotionality runs 
through much scholarship on critical pedagogy: Lee says she was “unset¬ 
tled” by her students’ responses to the “Rap on Rap” (263); Ratcliffe char¬ 
acterizes white women’s responses to public debates on race as “defen¬ 
sive” and “guilt[y]” (90-91); Sally Chandler suggests that critical 
pedagogy may inevitably cause “fear that manifests as resistance” (60); 
and Timothy Barnett, putting it most bluntly, maintains that “we cannot 
hope for material change to occur for individuals or society if we do not 
make space in our classrooms for students ... to ethically and produc¬ 
tively use emotions such as pain, anger, and guilt” (359). Such scholarship 
often extols the potential of emotion to decenter the autonomous (ratio¬ 
nal) subject, or, as Hurlbert and Blitz suggest, to take “a loss of compo¬ 
sure” (1) as educational opportunity. In this way, contemporary educa¬ 
tors, especially those invested in critical pedagogy, may be said to welcome 
emotion in the classroom, despite their reputation to the contrary. 

The wave of interest in emotion reaches well beyond those working 
specifically on critical pedagogy. Teaching is a profession that involves 
what sociologists have called “emotional labor,” first defined by Arlie 
Hochschild as the “management of feeling to create a publicly observable 
facial and bodily display” (7). While Hochschild’s study was of workers 
in service industries, including flight attendants and bill collectors, re¬ 
searchers have since built upon her theory to argue that emotional labor 
is also required of professionals including teachers and doctors—anyone 
whose labor involves “displaying organizationally sanctioned emotions 
by those whose jobs require interaction with clients or customers and for 
whom these interactions are an important component of their work” 
(Wharton 160). Teachers and scholars in disciplines ranging from the sci¬ 
ences (Zembylas) to the social sciences (Roberts and Smith) to the hu¬ 
manities (Brennan) cite emotional labor as an important factor in peda¬ 
gogy, while others have extended the theory to apply to administrative as 
well as pedagogical work (Jacobs and Micciche, section 3). Related theo- 
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ries include “felt sense” (Gendlin, Perl) and the “ethics of care” (Gilligan, 
Noddings). While this wave of research, which we might call the emo¬ 
tional turn in academic discourse, is welcome, too often it leaves in place 
key assumptions that prevent actually listening to mentally disabled sub¬ 
jects, in Ratcliffe’s sense of rhetorical listening. 

In this section, I identify and provide examples of three habits that 
characterize pedagogical scholars’ approaches to emotion in academic 
culture. First, such discussions usually presume an able-minded subject. 
“Emotion” is typically discussed as something experienced by mentally 
“normal” students and teachers, to such a degree that writers may in¬ 
clude an explicit statement that they are not addressing the cases of those 
with mental disabilities. Second, teachers who do venture into the realm 
of examining the non-normal cases, such as students who write about 
trauma, nearly always include a disclaimer of some kind, to the effect 
that teachers are not and should not function as therapists. While I don’t 
feel that the disclaimer itself is necessarily insidious (it’s often necessary, 
from a practical point of view), the firmness with which it is usually 
made, and the lack of attention to why it must be made, are important to 
notice. Third, when researchers (most often teachers) do give extended 
attention to neuroatypical or mentally disabled subjects (most often stu¬ 
dents), these students are usually treated as “Other,” that is, as special 
cases who should be written about—even diagnosed—by scholars writ¬ 
ing from a “normal” perspective. Such studies often adhere, either tacitly 
or implicitly, to a medical model of disability that assumes that doctors 
and psychiatrists are benign authorities and that diagnosis is a determin¬ 
istic tool offering predictable insights into students’ ways of composing. 

habit 1 : Emotional but Not Crazy. Studies of emotion often draw 
a line, either tacitly or explicitly, between the “normal” and the patho¬ 
logical. For example, Stephanie Shields’s 2005 study of the politics of 
emotion takes a sociopolitical and rhetorical approach, arguing for 
greater attention to gender politics in the ways that emotions are inter¬ 
preted by audiences, as well as a reconsideration of the oversimplified 
“reason-emotion dichotomy” (5). Yet, like many other researchers, she 
circumscribes her attention to exclude those whose emotions would be 
labeled pathological, specifying that her concern is “the range of emotion 
experience and expression characteristic of everyday life experiences 
rather than traumatic experiences or those dramatically out of the ordi¬ 
nary: life at the office rather than life on Jerry Springer” (9). While this 
statement is presented as simply operational—a quick clarification of 
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what Shields’s article will cover and what it will not—note the division it 
sets up: emotions that are “traumatic” or “dramatically out of the ordi¬ 
nary” are not those of everyday life. This neatly categorizes those for 
whom “out of the ordinary” emotions are part of everyday life out of 
rhetorical existence. The remark about Jerry Springer further belittles 
those with “out of the ordinary” emotions, suggesting that if one’s emo¬ 
tions do not fall within this presumed range of “ordinary,” one must 
therefore exist in the realm of lurid, shrieking talk-show expression. 

This habit of adhering to a presumably clean line between the “nor¬ 
mal” and the pathological shows up frequently in studies of emotion in 
the classroom. For instance, Sally Chandler’s 2007 study of “fear of tu¬ 
toring” announces, “This analysis does not equate ‘fear of tutoring’ with 
trauma; student fears are not the same as near-death experiences, illness, 
and loss of loved ones. The feelings evoked by these very different events 
are not the same as feelings surrounding student writing” (61). Another 
example occurred at the 2009 Conference on College Composition and 
Communication, where Christy Zink gave an insightful presentation on 
the experience of teaching through grief (in her case, due to traumatic 
personal experiences and the loss of a parent), arguing that experiences 
of grief and loss are “too rarely represented” in research on writing ped¬ 
agogy, and that there is a lack of institutional support for faculty who 
may be coping with grief and loss. Unlike Shields and Chandler, Zink 
suggests that “dramatic” emotion is a part of everyday experience, point¬ 
ing out that the grief of a loved one’s death is perhaps “the most common 
human experience.” And yet, in an extemporaneous comment as she read 
her paper, Zink drew the same bright line: looking up from her paper, she 
told the audience that the disclosure of her personal losses had felt “very 
uncomfortable and awkward,” after which she immediately assured us, 
“I’m not crazy.” 

As these examples show, in our published works as well as our more 
offhand comments, even among those who believe that emotion in the 
classroom should be taken seriously, a presumed divide still exists be¬ 
tween the “normal” emotions that most students experience and the 
“very different” (Chandler 61) emotions that attend pathologized mental 
situations such as trauma or being “crazy.” I don’t mean to argue that 
these teacher-scholars’ work isn’t valuable; I appreciate their courage in 
exploring these topics at all, particularly since research into classroom 
emotion is often considered naive and unscholarly (Richmond 69-71; Ry- 
den 85; Micciche 48-49). However, I argue that, given the frequency of 
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such remarks, we need to pay attention to their ideological function. The 
DSM, and medical discourse in general, are not the only entities govern¬ 
ing the operation of mental disabilities in university culture. We, aca¬ 
demics, are also governing ourselves. 

habit 2 : A Teacher but Not a Therapist. Another way we govern 
ourselves is to announce to our audiences that we are not therapists. 11 
This habit probably stems in part from our awareness that attitudes to¬ 
ward the study of emotion in pedagogical discourse are overall fairly neg¬ 
ative; thus, we seek to distance ourselves from anticipated accusations of 
being “soft,” unscholarly, or taking a prurient interest in our students’ 
personal lives. (Prurience—or what I call fetishization—does actually be¬ 
come a problem sometimes, as I discuss in the next subsection, “Diagnose 
and Heal”; however, avowals of our lack of therapeutic training do not 
seem an appropriate antidote.) The following selection of examples are all 
drawn from teachers of writing, though it should be noted that teachers in 
a wide range of disciplines receive “emotional” writings from students 
and are concerned with the operation of emotions in the classroom. 

• “Writing professionals are, of course, acutely aware of the dan¬ 
gers of merging the processes of therapy and writing instruction. 
Writing instructors are not therapists” (MacCurdy 161). 

• “Jeff [the instructor] did not analyze or interpret Jon’s [the stu¬ 
dent’s] diaries, thus avoiding the role of therapist” (Berman and 
Schiff 304). 

• “We do not take such findings [on the therapeutic effects of writ¬ 
ing and trauma] as warrants for using testimony in writing 
classes as a form of therapy” (Goggin and Goggin 48). 

• “We’re not psychologists, but we are teachers. We can respond 
as teachers—that is, I never try to analyze or counsel, only talk” 
(“We Have Common Cause” 207). 

• “I cannot presume to counsel or provide therapy for my stu¬ 
dents. It’s not my job, I’m not qualified, and I’m probably more 
upset than they are [about the 9/11 attacks]” (“We Have Com¬ 
mon Cause” 225). 

As these assertions indicate, professors seem to feel great unease about 
being accused of fancying ourselves therapists. I sympathize with the de¬ 
sire to make such distinctions, for professors are routinely reminded by 
our bosses not to try to “counsel” students, but to refer the students to 
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more “appropriate” authorities—usually the university health center. 
And I’m not arguing that we should attempt to counsel our students, for 
whether or not we are “qualified,” the prospect is unworkable on a prac¬ 
tical level: we could be disciplined, fired, or sued. 

However, I am arguing that, first, we ought to notice the level of anx¬ 
iety that attends our efforts to keep the teaching/therapy divide intact; 
and second, we should delve more deeply into the sort of responses we 
can offer. As Michelle Payne points out, a teacher’s abilities in analysis 
and critical questioning might be more useful than commonly imagined: 

In worrying about where the lines are between being a therapist 
and being a writing teacher, we can forget that students can bring 
the same kinds of writing strategies to an essay on a painful expe¬ 
rience that they can to other essay subjects. . . . This fear is based 
on a belief that emotional and intellectual responses can’t coexist 
or inform each other, that emotions are tainted by intellectual 
ideas. ... I think it is important that we, as writing teachers, stop 
seeing emotion, pain, and trauma as threatening, anti-intellectual, 
and solipsistic, and instead begin to ask how we might, like thera¬ 
pists, feminist theorists, and philosophers, begin to recognize them 
as ways of knowing, not signs of dangerous pedagogies or teachers 
who are acting as therapists. (30) 

Payne’s book, Bodily Discourses, focuses on just this project: opening 
possibilities for ways that we might respond as teachers to “emotional” 
topics and writings in the classroom. Despite the large body of work on 
emotionality in the classroom, Payne’s critique of the teacher/therapist di¬ 
vide is unusual. However strongly our theories might welcome emotion 
in to the classroom, in practice, as Payne demonstrates, we still treat 
emotionality and intellectuality as adversaries. Therefore, if we (teachers) 
feel strongly compelled to assert that we are not therapists, we ought to 
question why that compulsion is so strong, and why we feel that it would 
be dangerous to explore the links between teaching and therapy. Who has 
told us it is so dangerous? What ideologies are supported by maintaining 
that divide so fiercely? 

One such ideology, I argue, is adherence to medical discourse as the 
ultimate authority on disability in the classroom. Positioning students 
(and ourselves) as mentally “normal,” even while acknowledging the im¬ 
portance of emotion, is a tactic used to govern mental disability in the 
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classroom. Another tactic is to treat emotional experiences, such as 
trauma, as shared rather than marginalizing experiences. This is the case 
with Shane Borrowman’s collection Trauma and the Teaching of Writing, 
which focuses on emotional and pedagogical responses in the classroom 
“during moments of shared national trauma and tragedy,” with particu¬ 
lar attention to September n, 2001 (4). I want to add that Borrowman’s 
collection is thought-provoking, timely, and much-needed; in other 
words, I have no argument with what it does. Instead, I offer it as an ex¬ 
ample of what pedagogical research generally does not do, that is, give 
serious and respectful attention to trauma (or other forms of mental dis¬ 
tress) as a marginalizing, rather than a collective, experience. Thus, while 
Trauma and the Teaching of Writing offers important insights, it also re¬ 
inforces the notion that everyone in academe is mentally “normal” until 
something “happens to” us. This in turn reinforces the assumption that 
mental disability exists in a separate realm from school-as-usual. 

Ironically, persons with mental disabilities that involve severe anxiety, 
flashbacks, panic attacks, or other forms of mental distress may experi¬ 
ence a paradoxical sense of relief at times of “shared” trauma. Consider 
this description offered by Geneen Roth, a survivor of childhood abuse 
and writer on eating disorders, of her state of mind following the 1989 
earthquake in her hometown of Santa Cruz, California: 

The cleaving earth had turned us into children who could not de¬ 
pend on our families, the ground we walked on, for safety. We 
were frightened, anxious, irrational. Sleep was impossible. Psy¬ 
chologists call it post-traumatic stress disorder, said it could last 
six weeks or six months. But it was so familiar to me, this irra¬ 
tionality, this insistent need to protect myself from the possibility 
of disaster at any moment, that I felt as if I’d been living with post- 
traumatic stress disorder all my life, and that finally, everyone I 
knew, met on the street, talked to in a store—the entire community 
of Santa Cruz—mirrored the child’s world I knew. (219) 

Roth’s experience illustrates the topsy-turvy feeling of encountering what 
Borrowman calls “shared moments of horror” (5) from a neuroatypical 
position. While the sense of horror is, well, horrible, there may also be a 
feeling of relief at finally no longer being the only person around who 
shakes unpredictably, loses words, can’t sleep, can’t get it together. 

I don’t wish to suggest that we can draw a clean line between personal 
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and cultural traumas. As many writers have shown, traumas on a na¬ 
tional, cultural, or historical scale are deeply caught up with the unfold¬ 
ing of individuals’ material lives. In addition, to make such a distinction 
would only reinforce a positivist and medicalized notion of mental dis¬ 
ability, one that focuses on causes, chemicals, and cures, without 
sufficient attention to the more complex psychosocial forces at work. But 
I do suggest that Trauma and the Teaching of Writing points the way to¬ 
ward an important question: If academics have an ethical responsibility 
to respond to occasions of “shared moments of horror” (5), as Borrow- 
man suggests, then what is our responsibility to the unshared experience 
of mental disability as felt and known by neuroatypical subjects? What is 
our ethical obligation then? 

habit 3: Diagnose and Heal. Although the great majority of work 
that addresses emotion in the classroom presumes that all persons in¬ 
volved will be mentally “normal,” some teachers and scholars do take up 
the question of the mentally disabled subject. Unfortunately, such works 
often treat mentally disabled subjects (almost always students) as 
“Other,” that is, as special cases who should be written about—even di¬ 
agnosed—by teacher-scholars writing from a “normal” perspective. 
These studies often adhere, either tacitly or implicitly, to an individualis¬ 
tic and medical model of disability. They also tend to adhere to an over¬ 
coming narrative in which the “broken” minds of disabled writers may 
be “healed” through rhetoric. This leads to pat conclusions that substi¬ 
tute rhetoric-as-cure for the more complex problems and questions we 
might pose instead. Two examples of these tendencies are Jacqueline Ri¬ 
naldi’s “Rhetoric and Healing: Revising Narratives about Disability,” 
published in 1996, and Ann Jurecic’s “Neurodiversity,” published in 2007. 

Rinaldi’s article concerns writers with multiple sclerosis (MS). I in¬ 
clude it in this study of mental disability because Rinaldi places great em¬ 
phasis on the mental states of her participants: their “anxiety and de¬ 
pression” (822), their feelings of “failure” and “anger” (823), and the 
“therapeutic value” of writing to counteract these troubling mental states 
(831). Rinaldi and her colleague Ann Spector organized a ten-week writ¬ 
ing seminar for persons with MS, in which seven persons enrolled, three 
men and four women ranging in age from twenty-eight to sixty-three. 
Their goal was to “design a rhetoric workshop grounded in an interactive 
pedagogy that would encourage the participants to write about their dis¬ 
ability in ways they would find therapeutic” (821). Rinaldi does not say 
anything about her own or Spector’s disability identification, thus im- 
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plicitly marking them as “normal”; here again, we see Nagel’s “view 
from nowhere” and Haraway’s “god-trick” (189). 12 Although Rinaldi ac¬ 
knowledges that her participants’ distress arose from their location in an 
ableist culture “that privileges strength, beauty, and health over frailty, 
deformity, and illness” (821), her own perspective seems firmly rooted in 
that same ableist stance. For example: 

Since MS strikes most adults during their most productive years— 
between twenty and fifty—its impact can be as psychologically 
devastating as it is physically debilitating. Before becoming en¬ 
tirely crippled, MSers may limp, stumble, and drop things; often, 
they need help with the simplest tasks—tying a shoelace, unscrew¬ 
ing a jar lid, putting out the garbage. 

This description is filled with assumptions that reflect a deficit under¬ 
standing of disability. The notion that one should be most “productive” 
between ages twenty and fifty, for instance, is based upon a normative 
model of adult development (not to mention the assumption that “pro¬ 
ductivity” is key to human fulfillment). Emphasizing the “debilitating” 
and “crippljing]” nature of MS, Rinaldi suggests that tasks people with 
MS find difficult are actually “the simplest” of tasks. However, these 
tasks are “simple” only on a normative scale. More subtly, word choices 
like “strikes” imply that MS is a catastrophic event, akin to being struck 
by lightning. Rinaldi’s troubling language choices persist throughout the 
article. For example, she notes that when group members wrote about 
their experiences, “many wrote about feeble hands, hobbling legs, and 
shuffling feet” (824). Reading these paraphrases, I found myself wonder¬ 
ing—are these the participants’ word choices, or is this a perspective Ri¬ 
naldi is placing upon their writing? Although some direct quotations 
from participants do appear in the article, I could find few that seemed to 
directly echo Rinaldi’s perspective, although one participant, Glenn, did 
write that he was delighted to “be productive” when he found a job as a 
telephone solicitor. 

Overall, Rinaldi’s article offers the case of her and Spector’s writing 
seminar as an overcoming narrative, an occasion through which its dis¬ 
abled participants could “transcend the confines of their illness” (830). 
Near the close of “Rhetoric and Healing,” she argues that the experience 
for participants was “wholly renewing,” even going so far as to say that 
“Though writing and revising narratives of disability could not restore 
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the crippled bodies of these writers, the insights gleaned from the heuris¬ 
tics of writing did seem to have therapeutic value for those grappling 
with the darker issues of chronic illness” (830-31). Although I do not 
doubt Rinaldi’s desire to address the topic of disability and healing with 
respect, the “healing” she promotes is largely a journey of individual 
overcoming. Participants, according to “Rhetoric and Healing,” went 
through “transformational stages” and “realigned their internal mirrors” 
(830). And although Rinaldi notes that several participants published 
their work (see Liebensohn), the focus here is not on challenging socially 
constructed presumptions about illness, but rather on coping individually 
with the “darker issues” of individual psyches and lives. Rinaldi’s “over¬ 
coming” stance extends to her reading of psychotherapy: noting that 
“psychotherapists rely extensively on rhetoric” (832), she takes this as ev¬ 
idence of its healing potential, ignoring the abundant history of psycho¬ 
analytic rhetoric as a force that has incarcerated, physically harmed, iso¬ 
lated, and dehumanized persons labeled as mentally ill. 

Published about a decade later, Ann Jurecic’s “Neurodiversity” takes 
a stance that appears more aware of disability studies and its radical ap¬ 
proach to disabled subjects. The title of her article indicates that she has 
some knowledge of the language used by persons on the spectrum, al¬ 
though her definition of autism is drawn straight from DSM-IV (421). 
However, the central project of her article, which is to analyze the work 
of one student, Gregory, is based upon a rather astounding announce¬ 
ment: although Gregory “remains undiagnosed and is perhaps still un¬ 
aware of his Asperger’s” (428), Jurecic has decided that he does have As¬ 
perger’s and proceeds to diagnose and analyze his writing according to 
this assumption. 13 She bases her diagnosis on a range of observations: 

As if to help me answer that question [of what will happen to stu¬ 
dents with Asperger’s when they arrive at university], Gregory ap¬ 
peared in my class. From the first day, his difference was obvious. 

He participated enthusiastically, but his voice seemed too loud and 
insistent, and his comments focused narrowly on his own idiosyn¬ 
cratic concerns, revealing a rigidly mechanical way of thinking 
about writing. He began the course by obsessively reading and 
rereading an MLA style manual and asking scores of detailed ques¬ 
tions about correct citation form. He repeatedly requested explicit 
instructions on how to write each paper and fix each problem. 
Given this behavior and other quirks—a tendency to rock in his 
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chair, an inability to understand humor, problems with attention 

and small-group work—I suspected that Gregory has Asperger’s 

Syndrome. (424-25) 

Jurecic then went on a kind of diagnostic treasure hunt, consulting a neu¬ 
rologist and parents of autistic children, “all of whom agreed that any 
student with such behavior . . . must be on the spectrum” (425). She also 
contacted one of Gregory’s high-school English teachers, apparently 
without Gregory’s knowledge, who agreed with the suspected diagnosis. 
Throughout the article, Jurecic sticks with her presumed diagnosis, say¬ 
ing that “when I examine the particular characteristics of [Gregory’s] 
writing that reveal his ways of thinking—I see both his unique mental ca¬ 
pacities and the impairments of his Asperger’s” (439). 

In their response to Jurecic’s article, Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson and 
Jay Dolmage point out a problem with Jurecic’s impulses: namely, they 
“lay bare the essentially ableist desire” to diagnose before adjusting her 
assumptions and teaching practices (316). This desire reveals the extent 
of the teacher’s adherence to a medical and deterministic model of dis¬ 
ability—and, in fact, of teaching in general. What if, as Lewiecki-Wil- 
son and Dolmage suggest, instead of “the usual paradigm of the [un¬ 
marked] teacher worrying about the disabled student,” we “focus on 
the disabling aspect of some teaching” (316)? This is not as sexy as “dis¬ 
covering” Asperger’s in a single student, but it would have a more 
beneficial effect on more students—regardless of their disability 
identifications (or diagnoses). Importantly, Jurecic’s goal is allied with 
the goals of DS: she repeatedly mentions Gregory’s intelligence, argues 
that her methods for teaching him do not provide a template for teach¬ 
ing all students on the spectrum, and states that teaching methods will 
need to change. However, as Lewiecki-Wilson and Dolmage point out, 
Jurecic’s underlying presumption of the importance of Gregory’s diag¬ 
nosis, and her disrespectful way of arriving at it, undermine her DS 
agenda. 

Another commenter on “Neurodiversity” is Paul Heilker, who notes 
that all the interlocutors in this discussion “are guilty here of speaking 
for, about, and through the people on the spectrum rather than with 
them” (320). In response to his astute point, I want to introduce another 
voice into this discussion, that of Melanie Yergeau, who has written in¬ 
sightfully about the increasing prevalence of the “autism anecdote” in 
pedagogical scholarship: 
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Cue the anecdote. You’re teaching a first-year writing course. One 
of your students consistently speaks in a loud, booming voice, of¬ 
ten interrupting other students. He barely makes eye contact. He 
frequently stays after class, asking off-topic questions, all the while 
wringing his hands and rocking the whole of his body back and 
forth. His writing lacks transition, you tell him, and it also tends to 
focus on minute details that would bore most readers. Several 
weeks into the term, he discloses his diagnosis of autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). A Temple Grandin book and a WebMD article 
later, you feel you’ve got a grasp on this ASD thing. . . . 

I speak of these autism anecdotes not because I enjoy them, but 
because I have heard and read them far too frequently, have myself 
been featured in them far too frequently. ... As things currently 
stand, we, as teacher-scholars, aim to cure autistics (and their writ¬ 
ing) rather than value them and what they have to say—as well as 
how they say it. Simply put, this approach needs to change. (“Nar¬ 
rating Telepresence”) 

I listened to (that is, I read; Yergeau provided a script) this paper, which 
I heard/read at the 2009 CCCC, with some discomfort. For I too have told 
the “autism anecdote,” have made assumptions about my students based 
on their affect and behavior, have prided myself on my marvelous aware¬ 
ness and open mind. In fact, chapter 2 of this book begins with such an 
anecdote—one less thrilled by the diagnostic chase than Jurecic’s, I hope, 
but part of the genre nevertheless. What I take from Yergeau’s analysis is 
that we must resist facile conclusions about our students based upon 
their diagnosed, self-identified, or suspected neuroatypicalities, and focus 
instead on ways that their writing and ways of knowing might change 
and inform our practices. This is a familiar argument, but one that ap¬ 
parently cannot be repeated often enough. It brings us back to the con¬ 
cept of rhetorical listening, and to my question: Is it possible to “listen” 
to the mad subject? What might such listening entail? How will it func¬ 
tion? What do I do on Monday morning? 

Rectifying the omission/demonization/fetishization/infantilization of 
mental disability in academic discourse is no “add-and-stir” problem, 14 
for it strikes at the core of the presumption of most educational theories: 
by definition this subject may be neither rational nor “critical” in a nor¬ 
mative sense. The rest of this book is concerned with just that: what to do 
on Monday morning. And not only in the classroom, but at a faculty 
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meeting. At a conference. When you open the paper and learn that an¬ 
other “whack job” has committed another school shooting (Ehrenreich 
163). When you notice—or do not notice—the negative spaces of acad¬ 
eme, the absence of scholars who cannot access this privileged world be¬ 
cause they fail to make sense in the approved ways. And the rest of this 
book also includes abundant examples of what can happen when, against 
the odds, those with mental disabilities find ways to speak, write, dance, 
and otherwise communicate against the grain of able-mindedness. 

There are things we can do. Let’s do them. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Ways to Move 

Presence, Participation, and Resistance 
in Kairotic Space 


Goddamn it, how hard is it to write a 10 page academic paper on 
comparative race relations during the post-World War II rupture 
when I’m having an episode! Call up my mother, scream, cry, cuss 
out my roommate, kick over the table, turn back three months of 
sober, anti-violent, depression-coping skills and cut into the fiber 
of my body with stainless-steel scissors, tear down the house. 

—Wendy Marie Thompson, 
“Her Reckoning: A Young Interdisciplinary Academic 
Dissects the Exact Nature of Her Disease” 

No significant differences or interaction effects [regarding atten¬ 
dance] were found for students’ special needs. 

—Nitsa Davidovitch and Dan Soen, 
“Class Attendance and Students’ Evaluation 
of Their College Instructors” 


Several years ago, a colleague told me about a student in her Introduction 
to Women’s Studies class who was behaving in a way that puzzled and 
annoyed my colleague. The student spoke out at odd moments, making 
remarks that didn’t seem to relate to the discussion topic at hand. As the 
semester went on, her behavior become more unconventional. One day 
she brought a large bowl of ice cream to class. 

“She just sat there, eating it!” my colleague told me, half laughing. “I 
don’t even know where she got it! It was this big ceramic bowl! We were 
all staring at her, and then she said, ‘Does anyone want some? It’s really 
good.’” 

It was hard to know what to say. Finally I said, “That’s weird.” 
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We paused. “She brought ice cream,” my colleague said. 

My colleague and I struggled to know what to say because this stu¬ 
dent’s behavior had taken us outside of our conventional understanding 
of what should go on in a classroom. Not only was she not following the 
tacit script for classroom participation, she wasn’t even following the 
tacit script for classroom resistance. She wasn’t sullen, or silent, or com¬ 
bative. She spoke up readily, but her remarks didn’t follow a pattern my 
colleague could follow. She attended class, but she brought a bowl of ice 
cream. Almost at the end of the semester, the student brought my col¬ 
league a form from the school’s Disability Services office: she had been di¬ 
agnosed with a learning disability that also impacted her social interac¬ 
tions. She wasn’t requesting any specific accommodations; her case 
manager had said to bring the form, so she was bringing it. 

This account is similar to a genre that Melanie Yergeau identifies as 
the “autism anecdote,” discussed in more detail in chapter 1. Although 
the student in question is not labeled autistic, the similarity to the anec¬ 
dotes described by Yergeau is clear. In relating it, I am hoping to call at¬ 
tention not to the student herself, who does not have a direct voice in the 
account, but to the institutionally affiliated persons and structures that 
contemplate, label, and diagnose her: my colleague’s and my uncomfort¬ 
able laughter and unsureness of what to do; our unspoken assumption 
that classroom conduct should follow particular norms; and the hazy 
role played by Disability Services. My point here—and a forecast of the 
argument in this chapter—is that the student is not “the problem,” al¬ 
though she was cast in that role by the institutional authorities around 
her, including myself. 


The Scene of Academic Discourse: Kairotic Space 

This anecdote, and my rereading of it years later, highlights a number of 
the problems that access to academic discourse may present to students 
with mental disabilities. First, there is the issue of formal accommoda¬ 
tions. We are accustomed to thinking of classroom accommodations in 
terms of measurable steps that help “level the playing field”: note-takers; 
extra time on exams; captions on videos; lecture slides posted online; 
Braille and large-print handouts; the presence of a sign interpreter. But 
what accommodations can be offered for the student who is earnestly 
participating, but in ways that do not fall into the (usually rationalist) 
pattern of classroom discussions and activities? Although the notion of a 
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classroom “discussion” implies that it is open to all perspectives, this set¬ 
ting is in fact controlled by rigid expectations: students taking part in a 
“discussion” are expected to demonstrate their knowledge of the topic at 
hand, raise relevant questions, and establish themselves as significant, but 
not overly dominant, voices in a crowd of at least fifteen—and usually 
many more—other persons. Further complicating the transaction is the 
fact that different teachers have different expectations for the “script” of 
a classroom discussion. One teacher might want straightforward para¬ 
phrasing of the reading; another might want provocative questions; yet 
another might want connections drawn between today’s material and last 
week’s. These expectations may or may not be communicated directly. 

Classroom discussions are one example of a type of discursive setting 
that I call kairotic space. These are the less formal, often unnoticed, areas 
of academe where knowledge is produced and power is exchanged. A 
classroom discussion is a kairotic space, as is an individual conference with 
one’s professor. Academic conferences are rife with kairotic spaces, includ¬ 
ing the question-and-answer sessions after panels, impromptu “elevator 
meetings,” and gatherings at restaurants and bars on the periphery of for¬ 
mal conference events. Other examples from students’ experiences might 
include peer-response workshops, study groups, interviews for on-campus 
jobs, or departmental parties or gatherings to which they are invited. 

“Kairos” is a concept from classical rhetoric usually translated as “the 
opportune or appropriate time”; however, kairos really goes further than 
this. Cynthia Miecznikowski Sheard suggests that it incorporates multi¬ 
ple elements of context, including not only time but other factors includ¬ 
ing physical space and attitudes, none of which, Sheard argues, can be 
meaningfully separated (306). As this implies, kairos carries ethical and 
contextual as well as temporal implications, a point that has also been 
discussed by scholars including Michael Harker and James Kinneavy. 

In a similar vein, although not referring to kairos directly, Jeffrey T. 
Grabill offers a concept he calls “infrastructure.” Grabill’s work is im¬ 
portant here because he emphasizes the centrality of access to infrastruc¬ 
ture, which many writings on kairos do not. Drawing on work by Susan 
Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder, Grabill defines infrastructure as follows: 

[Infrastructure means something more than a static, installed 
base. For Star and Ruhleder (1996), “infrastructure is something 
that emerges for people in practice, connected to activities and 
structures” (p. 112). In other words, just as a tool is not an artifact 
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with “pre-given attributes frozen in time” (p. 112) but rather given 
meaning as a tool by specific users working on particular problems 
in specific situations, so too does the meaning and value of an in¬ 
frastructure emerge. To ignore infrastructure, then, is to miss key 
moments when its meaning and value become stabilized (if even 
for a moment), and therefore to miss moments when possibilities 
and identities are established. (464) 

Thus, a classroom’s infrastructure comprises not only its tables and 
chairs, its technologies, and its participants, but also the beliefs, dis¬ 
courses, attitudes, and interchanges that take place there. Grabill’s notion 
of infrastructure and my notion of kairotic space share this concern: 
when considering the spaces of academe, we must observe—and hope¬ 
fully intervene in—the unfolding of power relations by means of “study¬ 
ing the unstudied” (Grabill 465). In this case, (some of) the unstudied are 
students and faculty members with mental disabilities. 

I define a kairotic space as one characterized by all or most of these 
criteria: 

1. Real-time unfolding of events 

2. Impromptu communication that is required or encouraged 

3. In-person contact 

4. A strong social element 

5. High stakes 

I specify “all or most of these criteria” to indicate that the boundaries of 
such spaces are neither rigid nor objectively determined. So, for instance, 
an online discussion, a professor-student conference taking place via in¬ 
stant message, or a job interview held by telephone, could all qualify as 
kairotic spaces despite the lack of in-person contact. But an informal 
study session between two students who have been friends for years and 
who experience minimal risk in studying together might not. The key el¬ 
ement is the pairing of spontaneity with high levels of professional/aca¬ 
demic impact. Attention to relations of power is of great importance in 
understanding kairotic space, as is recognition that different participants 
in kairotic spaces will perceive those relations differently. 

Consider the common instance of a professor and a student—perhaps 
her thesis advisee—having lunch together. Although the professor might 
feel very comfortable in such a space, and assume that the event is just a 
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friendly lunch (even a treat for the student), it is likely that the student 
will feel at least a bit on display, called upon to behave appropriately and 
to perform academically (although subtly) as well. Now imagine that this 
student experiences severe anxiety. He finds it difficult to meet his advi¬ 
sor’s eyes at appropriate intervals, and for appropriate lengths of time; in 
trying to attend to the eye-contact issue, he finds himself missing much of 
what she is saying. She asks him a question about his research, and he 
tries to explain the theories he has been considering, but cannot remem¬ 
ber any of the researchers’ names. (Zorro? No, that’s not it. The name is 
something like Zorro, but if he says that, he will be laughed at, perhaps 
thought stupid.) In the middle of all this, a waiter arrives to take his or¬ 
der; he has not had time to peruse the menu, and in any case would need 
at least five silent minutes to absorb its densely printed verbal informa¬ 
tion. He says, “Do you have any salads?” The waiter responds, “Yes, 
they’re all there on the menu,” and then begins to list them rapidly, in a 
monotone. Suddenly, the student remembers the name of the theorist and 
blurts it out: “Zola!” His advisor and the waiter both look at him with 
puzzlement. He knows he is not making a good impression. 

In their study of academic conferences, McCarthy and colleagues 
(2004) have observed the inequities of interchanges in such spaces: 

[Opportunities for “give and take” tend to be unevenly distrib¬ 
uted among the conference attendees, depending on one’s status in 
the community, level of participation in the formal conference pro¬ 
gram, and more subtle issues such as one’s native language and 
level of extroversion. (39) 

Of course, we can and should add “and disability status” to the list of is¬ 
sues that McCarthy and his cowriters have identified, since—as is com¬ 
mon knowledge among persons with disabilities—our attempts to access 
kairotic spaces are often fraught. This fraughtness has much to do with 
time and how it is perceived by different persons. Crip time, a term from 
disability culture, refers to a flexible approach to normative time frames 
(Gill; Zola). At a conference, adhering to crip time might mean permit¬ 
ting more than fifteen minutes between sessions; it might mean recogniz¬ 
ing that people will arrive at various intervals, and designing sessions ac¬ 
cordingly; and it might also mean recognizing that audience members are 
processing language at various rates and adjusting the pace of conversa¬ 
tion. It is this notion of flexibility (not just “extra” time) that unites 
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kairos and crip time. Even more than academic conferences, classrooms 
tend to be run under strict time constraints. Students are expected to ar¬ 
rive on time, absorb information at a particular speed, and perform spon¬ 
taneously in restricted time frames (as in discussions or peer-response 
groups). It is often assumed that smaller or more discussion-oriented set¬ 
tings constitute better learning environments for all students. For exam¬ 
ple, Alison Roberts and Keri Iyall Smith, studying teaching in sociology 
classes, straightforwardly presume that small discussion groups “create a 
safe space” for students (294). However, if we consider the position of the 
mentally disabled student in such a context, we can guess that this envi¬ 
ronment might feel anything but safe. 

Despite their importance, kairotic spaces tend to be understudied. One 
reason for this is that it’s difficult to collect data in them (Ventola, Shalom, 
and Thompson 361). Another, more compelling reason is that their impact 
tends to be underestimated by those who move through them with relative 
ease. The importance of kairotic space will be more obvious to a person 
who—for example—can hear only scraps of a conversation held among a 
group sitting at a table, or who needs more than a few seconds to process 
a question asked of her in a classroom discussion. 

In the chapter “Divided Curriculum” from Claiming Disability, Simi 
Linton argues that higher-education curricula tend to split between ap¬ 
plied fields and liberal arts, with “disability” usually shunted into the ap¬ 
plied fields and treated as a medicalized “problem” requiring remedia¬ 
tion. However, Linton also notes that with the growth of disability 
studies, the gap is narrowing and disciplinary divides are blurring. One 
example is the International Journal of Inclusive Education, many of 
whose writers take an explicitly DS stance while addressing familiar 
“special education” questions, including participation. Individual re¬ 
searchers, such as Joan Ostrove, Constance Pledger, and Patricia Silver, 
work from a DS perspective within disciplines that have traditionally 
taken a more individualized and medicalized view. And even within psy¬ 
chiatric fields, researchers have begun to call for supported education and 
to note the inadequacy of accommodations provided for students with 
mental disabilities (Collins and Mowbray). 

In studies of classrooms, kairotic exchanges have been theorized from 
the perspectives of gender, race, class, and specific disabilities including 
blindness, deafness, and mobility impairments. In addition, some re¬ 
searchers have theorized the complex interactions of the classroom with¬ 
out reference to identity markers, focusing instead on the differences in 
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perception between professors and students. I propose that we can learn 
from these studies’ conclusions, noting their typical failure to account for 
the specific issues facing students and professors with mental disabilities, 
but also drawing upon the strategies they suggest to redesign a more in¬ 
clusive classroom infrastructure. 1 In order to do so, I will examine the 
classroom with reference to topoi including presence, participation, and 
resistance. Following calls in DS methodology for “studying up,” or in¬ 
vestigating the paradigms and practices of those in dominant positions 
(Fine; Oliver; Price, “Disability Studies Methodology”), I examine work 
by teachers and researchers on these phenomena. I intersperse analyses of 
published research with accounts from my own classroom experiences 
and writings by students with mental disabilities. 


Presence and Absence 

Attendance should be one of the easiest variables for students 

to control. „ „ ^ 

—Steven b. (jump, 

“The Cost of Cutting Class” 


In Speech and Phenomena: And Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of 
Signs, Jacques Derrida argues that presence is not the phenomenological 
notion of a coherent body, object, or sign existing in a coherent moment, 
but rather a diffuse series of repetitions whose imaginary original refer¬ 
ent is endlessly deferred. The phenomenological understanding of pres¬ 
ence (specifically Husserl’s), Derrida argues, presumes “the systematic in¬ 
terdependence of the concepts of sense, ideality, objectivity, truth, 
intuition, perception, and expression” (99). Although Derrida’s theory 
has been widely applied in areas such as literary analysis and gender stud¬ 
ies, most pedagogical research continues to value a stable, rationalist no¬ 
tion of presence, both in the ways that texts are produced and in expec¬ 
tations for participation in kairotic spaces such as the classroom. 
“Presence” is usually taken as empirically obvious, and as an a priori 
good. When its questionable epistemological status is mentioned at all, 
the purpose is often to brush it aside, as in this passage from Gordon 
Harvey’s “Presence in the Essay”: 


[W]e should probably find a different, more general word for “the 
personal” in essays. I suggest “presence,” since this is the concept 
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we invoke when we feel life in writing, when we feel an individual 
invested in a subject and freely directing the essay—not surrender¬ 
ing control to a discipline’s conventions, or to a party line, or to 
easy sentiments and structures, or to stock phrases. It’s unfortu¬ 
nate that “presence” is the name that Derridean detectives have 
given to their evil Moriarty; but we needn’t use the phrase as they 
do, to mean some truth or self existing wholly apart from writing. 

We can use it to mean simply a certain feeling in the reader, sub¬ 
jective but discussable, caused by something in the writing. (650) 

Harvey’s nod to the problematics of presence, however dismissive, is use¬ 
ful because it clarifies his essay’s own position: not just in favor of pres¬ 
ence, but in favor of a rationalist discourse of presence, one that “freely 
directs” discourse and is not “surrendering control” to other voices. This 
“free,” individual writer is “invested” in the work, and her investment is 
signaled by her ability to provoke “a certain feeling in the reader.” Such 
a perspective forthrightly commingles presence with the vexed concepts 
of the individual, freedom, and control. 

When presence appears more literally on the scene of academic dis¬ 
courses—that is, when it is used to refer to whether or not students phys¬ 
ically attend classes 2 —the conflation of presence, goodness, freedom, 
control, and individuality is used to construct pedagogies that presume 
that, first, presence is the sine qua non of learning in higher education, 
and second, that the “choice” of whether or not to be present belongs to 
the individual student. Studies of classroom attendance generally agree 
that presence is correlated with higher grades. From that finding, re¬ 
searchers often move automatically to the conclusion that students there¬ 
fore “should” attend classes since that factor is one they can “control” 
(as in the quotation from Gump). When this research is examined from a 
DS viewpoint, however, disturbing omissions arise: some studies ignore 
the fact that disabled students face barriers to attendance; others make 
vague gestures such as including “special needs” as a background factor, 
but fail to consider disability in any detail; yet others use methods which 
in themselves presume that certain disability-linked traits, such as “neu- 
roticism,” are inimical to academic achievement. 

Most common is the first type of approach—that which simply ig¬ 
nores the possibility that any sort of disability, let alone mental disability, 
may play a role in students’ presence in class. Typical of this approach is 
Marvin Druger’s “Being There: A Perspective on Class Attendance,” pub- 
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lished in the Journal of College Science Teaching. Druger states that “ ‘be¬ 
ing there’ is the essence of learning and maturing, and this is something 
that we need to reinforce in our teaching” (351). Notably, Druger equates 
presence (“being there”) with “experiencing” a class: 

If students are not in classes regularly, they miss the experience. 
Even if the instructor is a terrible lecturer, students learn from the 
experience. We tend to forget information, but we don’t easily for¬ 
get experiences... [if] students don’t participate, they will miss the 
experiences, and nobody can ever adequately explain to them 
what they missed. (350-51) 

From the perspective of mental disability, the problems with this argu¬ 
ment are readily apparent. First, simply sitting in class does not mean 
that the attendee is “experiencing” the class. Students with difficulty con¬ 
centrating, who are falling asleep due to anxiety- or depression-induced 
insomnia, or who struggle to follow the “logical” structure or typical 
speed of most lectures are indeed experiencing something, but not what 
Druger means by “the experience.” Second, this view presumes that all 
learners learn in the same way: among people. While this sort of learning 
may be effective for most learners, Druger takes most to be all. A student 
with social anxiety, or one on the autism spectrum, for example, might 
get a great deal more out of a learning process that does not involve close 
contact or interaction with others. 

I learned this latter point, somewhat to my chagrin, with a student— 
I’ll call him Jeff—whom I tutored through the Disability Services office at 
UMass-Amherst. I was Jeff’s writing tutor for over a year, and during the 
first few months I struggled to involve him in various collaborative and 
dialogue-based exercises that I considered synonymous with learning to 
write better. We tried brainstorming, listing, sketching, dialoguing, walk¬ 
ing around campus, even phone calls—a huge array of activities that I 
thought would unlock his latent ability (and, I assumed, his need) to 
write in recursive, building-over-time drafts. Jeff kept telling me that 
these methods “didn’t work” for him, although he patiently tried them 
all. His method of drafting was to think by himself for a long time, and 
then to write a complete essay—beginning with the first word and ending 
with the final citation on his “Works Cited” page. As a writing teacher 
steeped in process-oriented pedagogies, I was horrified by this approach. 
I would go through Jeff’s drafts with him and make various suggestions. 
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Each time, Jeff would revise exactly as I suggested, and exactly to the ex¬ 
tent I suggested—no more, and no less. Finally, I was forced to concede 
that what I had assumed to be true of all writers was not true for this 
writer. His drafting process was indeed a process; it just wasn’t one that I 
could easily observe and participate in, since most of it took place via 
thought rather than physical action, and when he was alone. He was 
earning fair grades on his writing, and I finally admitted—to myself and 
to him—that I was pushing him to try other strategies not because his 
writing “needed” it in terms of the way it was valued by his teachers, but 
only in terms of how I valued his process. Shortly thereafter, we shifted 
our focus to a different subject area, one that required more review and 
“quizzing,” which better suited his actual needs as a learner in college. 

What I want to emphasize about this story is not just my own slow¬ 
ness to learn how Jeff learned—although that’s important—but that Jeff 
continued to try to apply my methods long after he realized (and had told 
me) that they just weren’t working for him. As his tutor, and an employee 
of Disability Services, I was an authority, and I exercised that authority 
by pushing him toward noneffective styles of drafting for quite a while. 
Pretty much the only authority Jeff could have exercised in that situation 
would have been to choose to stop attending sessions—that is, to remove 
his presence from the kairotic scene of our tutoring sessions. I’m thank¬ 
ful he did not, for it permitted me to learn what I needed to, and also 
(finally) to become a more effective tutor for him. Jeff exhibited great 
motivation in continuing to attend sessions led by his chipper, “process”- 
obsessed tutor. If he had not been so motivated, he would have risked be¬ 
ing labeled with one of the terms typically used to describe students who 
are not accessing academic discourses in approved ways: resistant, hav¬ 
ing a “bad attitude,” or—had his patience run out—simply absent. And 
hence, not motivated. 

Motivation is a term that comes up often in studies of student atten¬ 
dance, and frequently, the presumption made about motivation is that it 
is closely correlated with students’ presence or absence in the classroom. 
For example, Randy Moore’s study of students in an introductory biol¬ 
ogy course for nonmajors argues that 

attendance is directly related to motivation because it requires a 
personal effort that relates directly to the course and learning. Stu¬ 
dents who are motivated enough to attend class consistently are 
also probably motivated enough to study outside of class, read and 
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study the course textbook, turn in assignments on time, and attend 
help sessions. Together, these activities greatly increase students’ 
time-on-task and, as a result, increase learning and improve 
grades. (370) 

To further reinforce this presumed causal relationship, Moore provides 
its corollary in the next paragraph: students “not motivated enough to 
attend class regularly” will “seldom” be motivated enough to perform 
other activities such as studying, reading, and attending help sessions, 
which “produces less learning and lower grades” (370). I don’t disagree 
that nonattendance may produce lower grades, since teachers routinely 
penalize absences; however, I’m troubled by the quick slide Moore makes 
from attendance to out-of-class studying behaviors to “increase[d] learn¬ 
ing.” In fact, a highly motivated student may often miss class; may spend 
a huge amount of “time-on-task” yet not retain what he has studied, or 
not be able to perform his knowledge in approved-of ways; and may find 
that his learning “increases” when he is alone but falls apart when he 
works in a small group or a crowded lecture hall. To be clear, I am not ar¬ 
guing that we should ignore the importance of attendance, nor throw out 
the notion that academic “achievement” is, to at least some degree, pos¬ 
sible to assess. I am arguing that most of our research and practice forms 
quick assumptions about the interdependence of presence, motivation, 
achievement, and learning—each of which is vastly complicated in itself, 
let alone in combination. 

What about studies that do take a more nuanced view of the atten¬ 
dance phenomenon? Some researchers have considered differences in 
gender, race, “special needs,” or personality type in their studies. The 
“special needs” approach is taken by Nitsa Davidovitch and Dan Soen, 
whose study was conducted in Israel. However, the authors do not ex¬ 
plain what they mean by “special needs,” nor how this term was 
identified to students on the questionnaires used. Perhaps it is not sur¬ 
prising, then, that “no significant differences or interaction effects were 
found for students’ special needs.” Although “special needs” was 
identified as a demographic category (along with area of study, gender, 
and age) and was not the focus of the study, still it is disappointing that 
so little attention is paid to this concept. 

Studies that use personality inventories do pay explicit attention to 
disability—specifically, mental disability—because most personality in- 
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ventories are structured in ways that both mark and pathologize mental 
disability. This is the case with the Five-Factor Personality Inventory, also 
called the “Big Five” and, more recently, the NEO PI-R, developed by 
Paul T. Costa Jr. and Robert R. McCrae. Woodfield, Jessop, and McMil¬ 
lan report that this tool is “dominant” in the field of personality psy¬ 
chology (2), and it comes up quite often in educational research (it will 
reappear in the section on “Participation,” below). The five factors are 
Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and 
Openness to Experience. Each factor is grouped with a number of attri¬ 
butes that define it further: for example, facets of agreeableness include 
“generous, kind, sympathetic,” while facets of neuroticism include “anx¬ 
ious, self-pitying, unstable” (McCrae and John, n.p.). Unsurprisingly, 
such studies find that neuroticism tends to correlate with lower atten¬ 
dance rates as well as lower academic achievement in general. As Caspi 
and colleagues put it, “Neuroticism is the opposite of emotional stability, 
a dimension which generally predicts university success . . . emotionally 
stable students perform better than neurotic students” (133). (Ironically, 
neurotic is a highly dated term, and fell out of general psychiatric use in 
1994, with the advent of DSM-IV [Aho 245]. Yet it persists in educational 
models that direct current research and practice.) 

Although my temptation is to brush off instruments like the NEO 
PI-R, understanding that their agendas are vastly different from a DS 
agenda, it’s worth examining with more care the various ways that edu¬ 
cational use of this instrument fails students, for it is frequently applied 
in university settings. 3 My concerns about using the NEO PI-R to make 
decisions in educational contexts are these: First, the broad category of 
“neuroticism” collapses together all kinds of mental disabilities, missing 
important features of difference (Morey and Zanarini). Second, defining 
“neuroticism” by means of “self-pity” reifies the myth of disabled per¬ 
sons as self-pitying and narcissistic. 4 Third, I am concerned about the im¬ 
plications of using five orthogonal (nonoverlapping) categories that 
define traits such as anxiety against traits such as being “enthusiastic,” 
“appreciative,” “generous,” or “forgiving” (McCrae and John, n.p.). 
While the factors are meant to delineate dimensions of personality—thus, 
one respondent to the instrument questionnaire will probably exhibit 
some degree of all five factors—it is an inescapable fact that, according to 
this type of measurement, anxiety is defined as different from, occupying 
a different lexical space than (for example), generosity. Fourth, for all 
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their careful measurement and observation, educational users of this 
model have little to say about bow we might make attendance less of a 
barrier for our more anxious, neurotic, self-pitying students. Woodfield, 
Jessop, and McMillan call for “the identification of what universities can 
do to improve the attendance records of all its students, but particularly 
those groups most vulnerable to absences” (19-20)—and yet this vague 
call is not followed up with any concrete suggestions, nor have universi¬ 
ties themselves widely taken it up. In fact, the impulse seems to be mov¬ 
ing in the opposite direction: personality tests are becoming more and 
more popular, not as grounds for intervention and support, but as pre¬ 
dictors of academic success, with some educators even suggesting that 
they could be used as admission criteria (Harrison et al.; Conard). 

Where and when do students’ voices enter the debate on attendance? 
Some researchers do investigate students’ points of view, more often by 
means of questionnaires than interviews or other more narrative methods. 
One of the most carefully constructed of these is the 2001 study by Paul 
Friedman, Fred Rodriguez, and Joe McComb, which included an initial 
phase through which students’ own reasons for being absent from class 
were collected (twenty-three distinct reasons were identified) and then ad¬ 
ministered a detailed questionnaire that incorporated these reasons. Fried¬ 
man, Rodriguez, and McComb did not ask about disability status when 
assembling student profiles but, perhaps as a result of constructing a ques¬ 
tionnaire based upon student perspectives, the “Reasons for Absence” list 
includes a number of items that implicitly reference disability. Among the 
reasons listed on the questionnaire (including “Other”) are these: 

I was sick. 

Emergency arose—I met an urgent, unexpected need. 

I wanted to take a break when class was meeting. 

The class was hard to reach (e.g., far from where I live or work, 
parking is inconvenient). 

The teacher digresses, is repetitious, confusing, or goes too 
quickly, so I don’t learn much when I attend class. 

The teacher’s speech or handwriting is not intelligible. 

The teacher is rude or doesn’t like me. 

I didn’t want to participate in a scheduled activity. 

I dislike (an)other student(s) in that class. (127) 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


Ways to Move 71 


While any of these reasons could apply to nondisabled students (and 
Friedman et al. seem to assume all their participants are nondisabled), 
note the space this questionnaire makes for the possibility that a class 
might not be a useful learning environment for cognitive or emotional 
reasons, as well as the possibility that illness, need for rest, or sudden 
unanticipated barriers might be important factors as well. This is a wel¬ 
come change from teacher-centered studies of attendance that make 
facile assumptions about absent students’ attitudes, lack of motivation, 
and failure to spend “time on task.” Friedman, Rodriguez, and McComb 
make the familiar point that attendance is highly correlated with aca¬ 
demic achievement; however, they also emphasize the importance of the 
factors “The teacher notices or cares that I am there” and “I like partici¬ 
pating in this class” (129). Rather than presuming that students must at¬ 
tend class and that absent students are deficient, Friedman, Rodriguez, 
and McComb begin to make substantial suggestions for ways that 
kairotic spaces themselves, not students, might be remediated. 

Testimonials from students on presence as a feature of undergraduate 
education, beyond aggregated survey responses, are hard to find. One of 
the few available is “Drawn Out of Dejection” by Timile Brown, pub¬ 
lished in Disability Studies Quarterly. (I should note that I taught Timile 
in several classes, and was her independent-study instructor as she com¬ 
posed this essay; my experiences working with her are discussed in more 
detail in the section on participation.) She writes: 

I was a freshman in college, and I wanted some help. I wanted to 
know why I was feeling this way. Why I couldn’t get out of bed in 
the morning. Why I cried for no reason some days, out of 
nowhere. Why I couldn’t cry at times when it made sense to cry. 
Why I felt sick all of the time when I didn’t have a cold or the flu. 
Why I couldn’t concentrate. Why it made me physically ill when I 
thought of having to sit in the classroom around other people. 
Why? What is wrong with me? 

As this passage illustrates, what teachers often assume to be “poor moti¬ 
vation” may in fact be a more complex situation: a student who, for a va¬ 
riety of reasons, cannot get to class—perhaps cannot get out of bed. 
When Brown did make it to class, as the essay later narrates, the experi¬ 
ence could be agonizing: 
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Dr. Mantage was a great teacher, and I wanted to give him my un¬ 
divided attention. He deserved that. But I just couldn’t. My mind 
had a mind of its own. It wouldn’t let me concentrate. I missed the 
lesson on Marcus Garvey! What is it that he did? He . . . 

Now my heart is pounding. It’s getting warm in here. Why am 
I so tired all of a sudden? It’s as if something is touching me. I can 
feel it drawing the energy from my limbs. My head hurts. Now a 
migraine is coming. I hate it when I get those. We have to write a 
paper on Marcus Garvey by next class. It’s not a big paper, but if I 
don’t learn the lesson in class, I won’t understand the reading and 
then I can’t write the paper, and if my migraine gets worse I’ll see 
spots in my eyes and then I won’t be able to read at all . . . Panic. 
The room is spinning. Ringing. Loud ringing in my ear. What is 
that? Does anyone else hear that? Oh no, I can’t breathe. Take a 
deep breath, Timile. Maybe you’re just having an asthma attack. 
You just got a little worked up and it triggered your asthma. You 
are okay. No, I’m not. It’s getting worse. That pain in my chest. 
Maybe I’m having a heart attack. But I can’t. I’m only 18. I hope 
no one is watching me. Please God, don’t let anyone see me like 
this. Please let me make it to the end of class. Where’s my phone? 
What time is it? Only two minutes left in class. Oh, no! I missed 
the whole lesson. Where was I? How did I miss 48 minutes? What 
day is it? Gasping for air. I have to go! I have to go! I speed-walk 
back to my dorm room. Terrified that there is a witness. . . . 

My mom called them my hankty moods. When I would isolate 
myself in my room, away from everyone else, or when I didn’t feel 
like talking to anyone, I was being hankty. But hankty wasn’t cute 
or funny here. Not in college. 

What Brown’s mother called “hankty,” college instructors and ad¬ 
ministrators have other terms for: lazy, unmotivated, low-achieving, or— 
to borrow one of the neuroticism descriptors from the “Big Five”—self- 
pitying. Why do we so rarely hear from students about how it feels to 
miss classes? Certainly, there is plenty of teacher lore about the elaborate 
excuses we sometimes receive, usually couched as jokes. But why do we 
have so little understanding, either in the methodological form presented 
by Friedman, Rodriguez, and McComb or in the narrative form pre¬ 
sented by Brown, of what presence and absence really mean in the class¬ 
room, their weight, their significance, their consequences? And how 
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might we move beyond the circular logic of “attendance = high grades = 
students must attend class” toward more inclusive ways of understand¬ 
ing presence in education? 

In “On Autistic Presence,” Stuart Murray argues that persons on the 
autism spectrum confound traditional notions of what it means to “have 
presence,” and that their narratives can “form a conception of autism 
that extends beyond the ways in which the condition is labelled in med¬ 
ical and other institutional contexts” (4). One such institutional context, 
of course, is that of school: the conventional narrative of the autistic stu¬ 
dent constructs her as the “hand flapping, self-stimulating, echolalic 
young child displaying no interest in others and obsessed with rituals” 
(Murray 2). Murray argues that the presence of persons on the autism 
spectrum confounds such narratives and “stops the condition [of] being 
only subject to the workings of metaphor and fascination” (9). In written 
narrative, which is the focus of Murray’s study, I believe this to be true. It 
is potentially true in the narratives constructed by our presence in 
kairotic space as well; however, in kairotic space, persons with mental 
disabilities are especially vulnerable to being overwritten by dominant 
narratives. The moments are fleeting, the timing is precise and quick, the 
cues for appropriate behavior both rigid and subtle. In the next section, I 
turn to the question of what happens when persons with mental disabili¬ 
ties are written by teachers and researchers—and when they write their 
own narratives—in kairotic classroom space. 


Participation and Discussion 

One key issue to recognize is that the classroom is not a safe 
snucp 

—Peter N. Goggin and Maureen Daly Goggin, 

“Presence in Absence: Discourses and Teaching 
(In, On, and About) Trauma” 

Participation 5 in the classroom (and attendant spaces, such as office 
hours) has been affiliated with many ideals, including engagement, atti¬ 
tude, citizenship, and leadership—to name just a few. Studies of partici¬ 
pation range widely: some assume that all students and instructors come 
from similar cultural or experiential backgrounds, while others are care¬ 
fully attuned to difference. Some take an explicitly rhetorical stance, 
while others assume that pedagogies can be objectively and universally 
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applied. A vast literature exists in disability-oriented pedagogical jour¬ 
nals such as The Journal of Special Education; however, this literature 
tends to view “participation” as an issue of whether students are getting 
to class and completing their work successfully, rather than how they are 
experiencing and navigating kairotic spaces such as classroom discus¬ 
sions. Conversely, a fairly substantive literature on classroom participa¬ 
tion appears in more general journals, such as College Teaching, but 
these studies usually ignore disability altogether, addressing kairotic ex¬ 
changes in terms of other markers such as race and class—when such 
markers are considered at all. Among what I have termed mental disabil¬ 
ities, the disabilities most often considered in higher education research 
are learning and cognitive differences; psychiatric disabilities are ad¬ 
dressed much less often. 

It’s not difficult to find articles proclaiming that students should not 
“disrupt” the classroom. An example of this point of view comes from 
Lloyd J. Feldmann’s “Classroom Civility is Another of Our Instructor 
Responsibilities,” which states unequivocally that “incivility” in class¬ 
rooms is a rampant problem and must be eradicated. Feldmann defines 
incivility as “any action that interferes with a harmonious and coopera¬ 
tive learning atmosphere in the classroom,” and classifies it in terms of 
four categories: “annoyances,” such as arriving late or answering one’s 
phone during class; “classroom terrorism” 6 such as going off-topic or 
holding “private conversations” during class discussions; “intimida¬ 
tion,” such as threatening to give negative teacher evaluations; and “in- 
volvjing] or threatening] violence” (137-38). Clearly, some of Feld¬ 
mann’s objections are justifiable and important; threatening violence, for 
example, is a serious problem (and, not incidentally, is experienced dis¬ 
proportionately by those of minoritized identities). However, I want to 
call attention to the fact that what an instructor experiences as an “an¬ 
noyance” or “rudeness” might in fact be a student participating in a way 
that performs, or attempts to accommodate, her own mental disability. 
For example, a late arrival could mean the student is lazy and thought¬ 
less, but could also mean the student has any one of a number of disabil¬ 
ities that interfere with navigation. Whispering to a classmate or passing 
notes may be efforts to “catch up” on discussion that is progressing too 
fast to follow; they might also signal that a student cannot speak in front 
of the group but deeply wishes to express some idea. Even that bete noire 
of college instructors, the dreaded cell phone, might represent not “inci- 
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vility” but any one of a number of strategies to enhance participation, in¬ 
cluding an attempt to diffuse the stress of sitting quietly in a classroom in 
the first place. 

Not surprisingly, Feldmann’s argument that classrooms must be 
“civil” hews closely to the rationalist imperative that tacitly governs so 
much of academic discourse. In addition to advising instructors to “take 
action immediately” to quell incivilities, Feldmann specifies the impor¬ 
tance of omitting emotion from such exchanges: 

We [instructors] must always remain calm, analytical, and unemo¬ 
tional. Unless carefully planned, expressed emotion tends to make 
any situation worse. . . . The cardinal rule here is to keep your 
cool. (139) 

My problem here is less with Feldmann’s insistence that instructors be al¬ 
ways “unemotional,” which is obviously rather silly, but rather with its 
presumption that “incivility” is not always already about emotion. Re¬ 
turning to Andrea Nicki’s point, it is one thing to struggle with emotional 
upheavals in kairotic space, which everyone does, and quite another to 
have a disability that is composed of lack of calm or difficulty appre¬ 
hending socially sanctioned levels of intensity. Feldmann’s one reference 
to the possibility that an instructor might not enjoy his privileges of be¬ 
ing a “big white older male” (and apparently one with easy access to 
calm and objectivity) is to urge “non-BWOM” instructors to work hard 
to “overcome” these limitations (139). 

Less strident than Feldmann’s, but retaining the presumption that 
classrooms will be filled with rational subjects, is Robert Brooke’s study 
“Underlife in the Writing Classroom.” This study was one of the earliest 
to recognize that what instructors assume is disruptive behavior—non¬ 
participation, or even anti-participation—could in fact be a form of active 
participation, albeit with a different agenda. Brooke defines underlife as 

those behaviors which undercut the roles expected of participants 
in a situation—the ways an employee, for example, shows she is 
not just an employee, but has a more complex personality outside 
that role. . . . [BJoth students and teachers undercut the traditional 
roles of the American educational system in order to substitute 
more complex identities in their place. (141) 
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In the classroom Brooke studied, students engaged in “private conversa¬ 
tions” during discussions (145), made comments on people’s roles in the 
classroom, and engaged in nonsanctioned activities such as reading the 
student newspaper or writing journals while they were supposed to be 
taking notes on discussions. Brooke’s analysis, which draws on Coff¬ 
man’s Stigma and Asylums as well as literature in writing instruction, 
demonstrates that these “disruptions” can have a positive role: they seek 
to “provide the other participants in the classroom with a sense that one 
has other things to do, other interests, that one is a much richer person¬ 
ality than can be shown in this context” (148). Naturally, these positive 
efforts may not enhance the instructor’s agenda; however, they are not 
simply destructive impulses. 

An important distinction between Brooke’s reading of underlife and 
mine is that Brooke treats all such activities as coming from equally situ¬ 
ated participants, without regard to differing levels of access. For exam¬ 
ple, he does not consider the possibility that such unscripted behaviors 
could stem from lack of ability to follow social cues; from anxiety, con¬ 
fusion, or exhaustion; or from difficulty adhering to the prescribed pace 
of classroom activities. However, I believe we can and should extend the 
notion of underlife to include these situations, and recognize that stu¬ 
dents with mental disabilities may disrupt conventional agendas of par¬ 
ticipation not out of laziness or malice, nor even rebelliousness, but 
through sincere efforts to participate in ways that reflect their own abili¬ 
ties and needs. 

The notions of participation (as well as presence) have been deeply 
inflected over the last twenty years by the rise of kairotic spaces that do 
away with literal, fleshly presence—classes held entirely online, or sup¬ 
plementary spaces to conventional classrooms including blogs, discus¬ 
sion boards, and online course-management systems. Digitally mediated 
spaces are important not only because they have become almost ubiqui¬ 
tous in higher education, but also because their development is closely 
entwined with disability in education. Online courses are often touted as 
ways to accommodate mobility, sensory, and other kinds of impair¬ 
ments—sometimes including impairments of the mind. Indeed, it would 
seem that online spaces offer great promise for those with mental dis¬ 
abilities, since they diffuse kairotic space and enable it to flex in unex¬ 
pected directions—in other words, they are capable of “cripping” it. 
However, digital technologies are not simply new-and-improved modes 
of access: the impression that they will “confer unalloyed benefits upon 
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people with disabilities” presumes that disability is a “static, biologically 
originating deficit of a given individual, as opposed to a contingent phe¬ 
nomenon that is constituted through social structures and discourses” 
(Goggin and Newall 263). Moreover, as Jason Palmeri has shown, peda¬ 
gogical applications of digital technologies tend to reify a static divide be¬ 
tween “dis” and “abled,” with some technologies regarded as “assistive” 
and others as “normal” (58). 

As a result, studies that explore participation in online kairotic spaces 
often replicate rationalist notions of this concept. This is the case in a 
2005 article by E. Michael Nussbaum and colleagues, which examined 
the effect of “note starters,” or specific prompts such as “My argument is 
. .. ” or “I need to understand .. .” on online discussions. Presuming that 
“productive argumentative discourse should involve some level of stu¬ 
dent disagreement” (116), Nussbaum and his coauthors studied this ped¬ 
agogical strategy as it affected differing personality types, which they 
measured using the “Big Five” inventory. The authors focused on as¬ 
sertiveness (a subfactor of extraversion), openness to ideas (one of the big 
five) and anxiety (a subfactor of neuroticism), hypothesizing that those 
traits would be particularly relevant (117-18). They found that the note 
starters did increase disagreement for students exhibiting all three types 
of traits; however, “students who were anxious benefited less from note 
starters” (125). The subfactor of anxiety, in fact, proved complex enough 
that Nussbaum and his coauthors to treat it at length in their discussion: 

Anxious students might be somewhat afraid of how other students 
might react if challenged. . . . [T]he findings suggest that note 
starters do help initiate arguments but may do little to alleviate 
“face” concerns, especially for anxious students. In retrospect, this 
finding makes sense. Note starters may prompt students to take 
opposing viewpoints, but a student may still be anxious about 
making a foolish argument or making others look foolish. (128-29) 

To their credit, Nussbaum and colleagues argue that because of this find¬ 
ing, “other steps may need to be taken to make [note starters] more ef¬ 
fective for students high in anxiety” (129). However, they miss a key 
problem in their understanding of classroom participation: their adher¬ 
ence to the rationalist belief that conflict is a—if not the —key ingredient 
for “productive” participation in kairotic space. 7 If the rationalist as¬ 
sumptions of ableist pedagogies are simply imported into online discus- 
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sion spaces, then we may expect that their barriers for students with men¬ 
tal disabilities will not be greatly alleviated. 

I’m aware that the barriers of kairotic spaces might seem trivial to 
those who have little trouble navigating them. Are you too shy, too sen¬ 
sitive, too garrulous, too undisciplined, too nervous? Just get over it! I’ve 
now worked for disability services offices at two schools, and have 
worked with disabled students at four, and I am frequently surprised by 
how hard it is to refute the presumption that, because mental disabilities 
are not consistently and easily apparent, they must not exist, or must not 
be that big a deal. A passage from Brown’s “Drawn Out of Dejection” il¬ 
lustrates this presumption: 

“I find that pretty hard to believe,” she [a member of the support 
staff] said to me. . . . Why would she say that to me? I’m not a liar. 

Do I look like a liar? Maybe I do. I told her that I hadn’t been able 
to get out of bed the last two weeks. I didn’t feel well. I told her 
that I even went to the doctor several times. But they’d always tell 
me that they didn’t know what it was. And she said to me, “I find 
that pretty hard to believe.” . . . Those words chime into my 
thoughts at random, even years later. Those words make me cry, 
even years later. Those words make me feel worthless, even years 
later. I didn’t reach out for help again for three years. 

In the full section of which this passage is a part, Brown strikes a number 
of themes pertinent to mental disabilities in academe: immobility, dread 
of entering classroom spaces, unpredictability of symptoms, and 
difficulty concentrating. Most important, perhaps, is her reaction to be¬ 
ing disbelieved: she withdrew from the services that were ostensibly in 
place to support her and “didn’t reach out for help again” for almost the 
entirety of her college career. 

As Timile’s instructor in several classes, and also her advisor for a 
year, I knew her quite well, but she was a second-semester senior before I 
learned of her depression . 8 She came to class often enough to pass; and, 
although she was quiet in discussions, she gave ample evidence of having 
studied the material through other channels, such as quick-writes and es¬ 
says. In fact, as her retrospective essay in Disability Studies Quarterly 
specifies, she had adopted a deliberate strategy to compensate for her 
difficulty participating: “I would just ace all of my tests and papers.” She 
was passing in more ways than one, and she was doing so precisely be¬ 
cause she had been told that her disability was not credible . 9 To place this 
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account in terms of participation, Timile was putting tremendous effort 
into her participation; however, the picture presented to her professors, 
including me, was generally that of silence—metaphorical when she was 
absent, literal when she came to class. 

In the last decade, some work on academic discourse has managed to 
move beyond the notion that argument must equal disagreement, and 
that silence equals nonparticipation. Two important works on silence are 
Mary M. Reda’s Between Speaking and Silence: A Study of Quiet Stu¬ 
dents and Cheryl Glenn’s Unspoken: A Rhetoric of Silence. Glenn ac¬ 
knowledges that sometimes students are silent because they have been si¬ 
lenced; at other times, silence may operate as a powerful rhetorical 
strategy. She argues, “Both the spoken and the unspoken can resist dom¬ 
ination; both the spoken and the unspoken can invite consideration. . . . 
Silence [can be] a rhetorical art of empowered action” (156). In addition, 
a qualitative study by Paul Michalec and Hilary Burg found that when si¬ 
lence/listening was included as an explicitly valued means of participa¬ 
tion in class discussions, students identified this factor as a valuable 
learning resource (320). This research opens space for deeper considera¬ 
tion of mental disability in the classroom when one of its manifestations 
is silence: perhaps we can view such silences as forms of discourse in 
themselves. 

More intractable, however, are the “uncivil” forms of participation 
that do not remain silent, but vocally or behaviorally interrupt the con¬ 
ventional script of classroom discourse. Teachers often call such forms of 
participation “resistant.” 


Resistance 

To vastly oversimplify the matter (for a moment), theorists of resistance 
in education tend to divide resistance into two kinds: bad and good. 
“Bad” resistance is like Feldmann’s notion of incivility: it seeks to impede 
the flow of knowledge. “Good” resistance is a creative form of disrup¬ 
tion: it seeks to interrupt dominant agendas and question authorities in 
ways that enhance the flow of knowledge. Sometimes instructors will 
view resistance against general hegemonic norms as “good” while also at¬ 
tempting to prevent resistances against the norms established in their own 
classrooms. At other times, however, and particularly within the tradition 
of critical pedagogy, instructors will view resistance more flexibly, and 
seek to include disruption of their own classroom-based agendas as part 
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of the learning process. An example of this latter approach is that taken 
by Cecilia Rodriguez Milanes, who describes her efforts to construct “a 
dialogic pedagogy” (116) through means such as cowritten grading con¬ 
tracts, classroom votes on policy matters, and asking students to help 
choose course texts. However, as Milanes emphasizes throughout the ar¬ 
ticle, this pedagogy was difficult to implement for a number of reasons, 
including students’ own resistance to the unfamiliar approach. 

Milanes’s story exemplifies three types of classroom resistance out¬ 
lined by Elizabeth Flynn, who describes the types as follows: 

[T]he first involves planned and positive action in opposition to re¬ 
sistance, which I will call “strategic resistance”; the second in¬ 
volves resistance that deliberately disrupts liberatory practices, 
which I will call “counter-strategic resistance”; and the third in¬ 
volves resistance that is a spontaneous and emotional reaction that 
may have multiple and conflicting motivations and effects, which I 
will call “reactive resistance.” (18) 

Quite often, when practitioners write about “resistance,” they mean only 
the first of the three types named by Flynn. Their goals tend to be lofty, 
the names of their pedagogies inspiring, and their reaction to students’ 
discomfort in “feminist” or “liberatory” classrooms impatient. I am 
more interested in the work of teachers who recognize the subtle inter¬ 
changes between the various kinds of resistance. Milanes is one; another, 
discussed below, is Michelle Payne, in Bodily Discourses: When Students 
Write about Abuse and Eating Disorders. I am also interested in privileg¬ 
ing students’ own accounts of classroom resistance, because the great 
majority of work on this topic is written from the instructor’s standpoint, 
and often relies on descriptions of students such as “they looked at me 
blankly” or “I could see the hostility in their eyes” without any counter¬ 
point from students as to what might be behind those putatively blank or 
hostile looks. My aim here is to show that our accounts of classroom re¬ 
sistance will be enriched if we recognize the role—tacit or explicit—that 
mental disability plays in them, and also that an accessible classroom nei¬ 
ther forecloses emotion nor is overrun by it, but makes constructive and 
creative space for it. 

While many writers on pedagogies of resistance prefer to leave emo¬ 
tion out of the equation, Flynn argues that reactive (spontaneous, emo¬ 
tionally charged) resistance “in its positive manifestations is necessary for 
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successful teaching” (33). She also points out that her definition of reac¬ 
tive resistance is similar to the definition of “outburst” offered by Kath¬ 
leen Dixon and William Archibald in their introduction to Outbursts in 
Academe: Multiculturalism and Other Sources of Conflict. However, the 
meaning of “outburst” actually goes further than Flynn’s “reactive resis¬ 
tance,” because Dixon and Archibald recognize that an outburst is sub¬ 
ject to multiple interpretations, not only by different participants in the 
scene, but also by one participant over time. In other words, it is a 
kairotic event. 

An outburst is a response to a conflict that expresses a person’s ori¬ 
entation to that conflict and to the social and political conditions 
that underlie it. . . . Outbursts are not reducible to mere expres¬ 
sions of “resistance” to “oppression.” An emotional display made 
in a classroom or at a conference might feel good at the moment, 
feel bad later, advance one’s cause, and set it back simultaneously. 
Furthermore, one person’s outburst may create the conditions for 
another person’s silence. (Dixon and Archibald xi) 

This recognition of the apparitional, shape-shifting nature of an outburst 
is important because it acknowledges the often-forgotten point that, in 
kairotic spaces, the “meaning” of an emotion or reaction is never stable. 
Moreover, people with mental disabilities will often find themselves on 
the losing end of such interpretations, either by being told that their out¬ 
bursts are inappropriate, overly emotional, or simply nonsensical; or— 
on the other hand—by responding to highly emotional situations with 
panic, decompensation, or shutting down. 

The latter concern is one I couldn’t shake as I read Milanes’s article, 
because it relies heavily on the assumption that consensus and negotia¬ 
tion are discussion-based events. My rereading is not intended to dis¬ 
credit Milanes’s pedagogy, which in fact does include practices that may 
be helpful to students with mental disabilities (such as holding intense 
conversations individually rather than in groups, or seeking feedback 
both orally and in writing), but to point out how the classroom she de¬ 
scribes might inhibit full participation for students with mental disabili¬ 
ties. I’m thinking of one of the stories her article tells, a moment that 
Dixon and Archibald would call an outburst. I quote the story at some 
length here, with the intention of rereading it within the framework of 
disability studies. 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


82 Mad at School 


[TJhere were about a half dozen students that liked to chat with 
each other but not with the whole circle. They tended to congre¬ 
gate near the door for an easy exit. . . . Every couple of days I 
would interrupt their private conversations and call attention to 
their rudeness, noting that other class members had listened to 
their input during the discussion. Anyway, on this particular day, 
as the rest of the class moved the desks into a circle, a few students 
gathered around me to hand in late papers or incomplete assign¬ 
ments. These few, their faces displaying grave concern, wanted to 
give me excuses before turning their papers in. As a class we had 
come to consensus on what were legitimate excuses, and what I 
was hearing didn’t sound like any of those. I asked these students 
to see me after class, but I was bothered. Hadn’t the contract, the 
one we wrote together, clearly outlined the guidelines and due 
dates for papers? I was antsy about getting to work, and so I asked 
someone to begin the discussion with a go-around, where everyone 
in the circle speaks to a sentence/passage or whatever. The half 
dozen conversationalists were having a grand old time on one side 
of the room, and then one young woman from the other side flip¬ 
pantly said, “Start with me—I didn’t read it so go on to the next 
person.” There were chuckles and then a lull—even the talkers’ at¬ 
tention was seized. Here it was, I thought, they’re testing me. 

Somehow, the people who had crowded around me with late 
papers and lame [sic] excuses, the disregard for the contract 
(which stipulated that all reading was required before coming to 
class), the chattering, the smirks—it all came to a head and I felt 
compelled to talk at the class . . . [Milanes’s ellipsis]. Okay, so I 
yelled at them. There. I shocked myself. I took out a copy of the 
contract, waved it at them, and reread out loud some of the re¬ 
quirements, reminding them that they had authored this contract. 
I asked them why they had put me in this position, this position of 
authority (my neck veins were bulging by then). I told them again 
that I didn’t like that position and that I was trying to be demo¬ 
cratic not authoritarian. I was angry, and after about five minutes 
of scolding them for not being more responsible, I shut my mouth. 
Guilt began to pulse at my temples. There was silence. I like to 
think that some of them hung their heads in shame, for that was 
exactly what I was doing. After some awkward moments and ner- 
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vous coughing, one of the students began the discussion, the work 
of the day. (122-23) 

Milanes’s account is unusual because it offers close description of a class¬ 
room moment during which no one, including herself, behaved in a com¬ 
posed manner. For this, I admire it. I also admire Milanes’s response to the 
event, which was to talk to students in a more informal setting, afterward, 
to discuss what had happened, and to get feedback from a colleague as 
well. The article later reflects on this and other outbursts in the classroom: 
“So I yelled. They [students] yelled at each other from time to time when 
discussing something or other, but I found that in both classes tolerance 
reigned. That is not to say that hostility never reared its ugly head, but 
when it did, we talked it out, talked around it, negotiated the disagree¬ 
ment at hand, and moved past it” (123). I suspect that teacher-researchers 
(me among them) have a habit of glossing moments of classroom conflict 
to portray ourselves as having at least a little—sometimes a lot—more 
composure than we really did. But it is precisely because Milanes has pro¬ 
vided this richness of detail (shaped and authored though, of course, it is) 
that we can reread for the interstices in her story where mental disability 
tacitly enters, or is excluded from, the “negotiated” outcome. 

To reread, then: First, why might those half-dozen students have been 
sitting together? While one interpretation is that they were forming a sort 
of gang and willfully using the power of numbers to oppose Milanes’s 
agenda (“the work of the day”), we can use Brooke’s concept of under¬ 
life to recognize that their habit of clustering, their “private conversa¬ 
tions” and “rudeness,” were forms of underlife. Further, we can consider 
the possibility that the clustering and private conversations are ways of 
coping with the confines of the classroom, a space in which one must ex¬ 
hibit at all times focus, attentiveness, and engagement with the sanc¬ 
tioned topic. Now, this is not to say that the cluster of students were 
whispering about that day’s reading (they probably weren’t), nor that all 
or any of them had mental disabilities (a possibility, but not a probabil¬ 
ity). ft is, however, to point out that the hallmarks of approved partici¬ 
pation in most classroom spaces, even those which earnestly strive to be 
democratic and to welcome all, sets up a space of nearly relentless focus, 
composure, turn-taking, and rational exchange—and that failure to par¬ 
ticipate in these strict ways is often labeled “resistant.” 

Second, why were the excuses for the late work “lame”? Milanes’s 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


84 Mad at School 

anger stems from the fact that the excuses did not adhere to the contract 
the class had coauthored: “I took out a copy of the contract, waved it at 
them, and reread out loud some of the requirements, reminding them 
that they had authored this contract.” But what happens to notions of 
consensus and collaboration when considered from the perspective of 
mental disability? Were all members of the class able to apprehend the 
speed, social nuances, and communicative styles made available through¬ 
out this process? Did any of them feel too much anxiety, or too much 
pressure from social stigma, to include a concern such as “I can’t sleep 
because of my nightmares / depression / mania, and so my work might be 
late sometimes—but I can’t tell you when or why it might happen” ? Who 
was absent, either materially or mentally, during the negotiations? Even 
in the most dedicated efforts to create consensus and a cooperative learn¬ 
ing environment, the very structures that shape academic discourse re¬ 
main rationalist. 

Michelle Payne’s case study of a student named Ann, who was abused 
by her father and her boyfriend, helps fill in some of the gaps I’ve pointed 
out here. In her writings and in interviews, Ann practices various forms 
of resistance to rationalist classroom discourse. Payne introduces Ann’s 
work: 

On August 30, 1994, eighteen-year-old Ann handed her Freshman 
English instructor, Katherine, her response to the first writing as¬ 
signment of the year: Write an essay about something that has af¬ 
fected the person you are today. Ann had not met with Katherine 
in conference yet; in fact, the class had only met a few times. The 
writing she handed in described the night of Ann’s junior prom 
when her boyfriend became so angry with her that he tackled her, 
punching her in the lower back as she hit the ground. As Ann de¬ 
scribes him, her boyfriend tried to manipulate her into staying 
with him by threatening suicide, later telling her “that it didn’t 
matter if he turned out to be a wife batterer, that [she] wouldn’t 
stay with him long enough to see it happen anyway.” After the at¬ 
tack, Ann became anorexic, losing over thirty pounds, exercising 
twice a day. (81) 

Payne reprints the full essay, along with Katherine’s comments, and ar¬ 
gues that Ann’s choice of when and how to disclose her abuse and eating 
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disorder reflects a strong sense of agency, even to the way sentences are 
constructed: “There are points where her boyfriend has no agency, and 
Ann casts herself in the object position” (87). Payne also points out that 
Ann begins the essay by placing herself in the position of author, choos¬ 
ing what and how to disclose. From Ann’s essay: 

As I sat in my first session of Freshman English class earlier on this 
clear fall day wondering what I could write about that has affected 
the person I am today but that wasn’t so personal Fd have a crisis 
writing about [it], and was still a significant event, I had kind of a 
difficult time. Finally, I decided to write about a point in my life 
when I wasn’t very happy with the person I was and how I man¬ 
aged to make it through that difficult time. (83) 

Although it would be easy to shrug off Ann’s framing of her essay as a 
story of overcoming, I believe that the use of such “commonplaces” 
(Bartholomae 137, qtd. in Payne) can also signal a gesture toward claim¬ 
ing power on the part of a student/author. 10 Another gesture is Ann’s 
choice to describe an incident of abuse in detail: “I hadn’t gone very far 
[away from his car] when I heard the footfalls of my boyfriend sprinting 
after me. I had just begun to turn around when he plowed me into the 
ground, prom dress and all. Not only had he ran me over full force, but 
he drove his fist into my back while he was at it” (84). Like Timile Brown, 
Ann uses concrete detail and narrative style to reconstruct a kairotic 
space in a way that allows her to shape, consider, and intervene in it. 

When Payne observed Ann’s behavior in face-to-face situations, she 
learned that Ann’s rhetorical strategies formed an intriguing mixture of 
compliance and resistance, of silence and outburst. In person, Payne re¬ 
ports, Ann was a quiet person: “she rarely spoke in class, and during our 
interviews she seemed shy and hesitant, a demeanor that became increas¬ 
ingly more at odds with the persona I read in some of her later writings” 
(88-89). Recalling Milanes’s account, we can imagine that Ann might be 
an unlikely candidate to speak up during classroom negotiation of a 
course contract. In fact, Payne provides an extended transcript of one 
classroom discussion during which “students’ frustrations or annoyance 
seethed below the surface” (102), and during which Ann did not speak at 
all. However, she felt strong resistance, as the response she later wrote 
showed: 
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Ann did not speak during this class discussion, and the response 
essay she wrote later describes how furious she became as more 
students argued why the messages and situatedness of rap music 
could be ignored. . . . [Ann’s essay said] “I was overcome by pure 
frustration. I knew I should have said something in class and 
wanted to, but I was past frustration. I was mad. I’m not sure why 
I got so angry, but I even had the little tremors and hot cheeks of 
true anger.” (108, in) 

The multilayered design of Payne’s methodology allows her to access the 
(apparent) paradoxes that may arise when trauma, abuse, anger, and 
conflict enter the classroom: sometimes quiet students are practicing re¬ 
sistance too, and not just resistance to classroom authority, but to larger 
social injustices as well. As Payne suggests, “By analogy, [Ann] is arguing 
to have her own anger (at her father, her boyfriend) mean something be¬ 
yond immaturity, selfishness, and irrationality” (hi; emphasis added). In 
the carefully observed context of Payne’s case study, then, a response that 
might be quickly labeled “neurotic” by the “Big Five” inventory, or “in¬ 
appropriate” by a less thoughtful educator or researcher, takes on a dif¬ 
ferent kind of coherence. 

Even in classrooms like Katherine’s, which offered multiple avenues 
for students to practice resistance, or Milanes’s, which worked to incor¬ 
porate resistance into an inclusive pedagogy, negotiating resistance re¬ 
mains difficult. Student essays that engage mental disability will often be 
read, as Payne acknowledges, as “weepy” and confessional (i). And, as 
Milanes acknowledges, there is no way to completely overturn the struc¬ 
tural assumptions that there must be some “work of the day,” that stu¬ 
dents must demonstrate adequate engagement with that work, and that 
the teacher will assign a value to their work: “the university sees to that” 
(118). However, I emphasize that the situation is difficult but not impos¬ 
sible. At heart I am more of a reformist than a revolutionary—or rather, 
the kind of revolutionary I am seeks to create change while not destroy¬ 
ing lives, for it is the very persons who are most disenfranchised by aca¬ 
demic discourses (those who are nonwhite, working-class, disabled, 
and/or queer, for instance) who have the most to lose when teachers 
spout lofty radical goals but provide little of use in day-to-day survival. 
I’m a fan of the concept of microrebellion, which I see as different from 
merely “working within the system” or “using the master’s tools.” Mi¬ 
crorebellions, as I understand them, get beyond the inside/outside no¬ 
tions of systems and houses to recognize that academic discourse is al- 
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ways already composed through and by the deviant. We—the “mad, bad 
and sad” (Snelgrove)—are in the academy already, few and stigmatized 
and silenced as we may be. As Brueggemann and colleagues write, “We 
are sitting beside you. No, we are you” (369). We can take concrete ac¬ 
tion. The final section of this chapter is dedicated to describing how such 
actions might unfold. 


A Way to Move: Redesigning the Kairotic Space of 
the Classroom 

College professors should be aware that simply posting office 
hours on their door and sitting in the office during those 
hours does not provide adequate opportunities for interac¬ 
tion. Professors need to be aware of students’ personality dif¬ 
ferences and their effects upon students’ behaviors. 

—Ibtesam Halawah, 

“The Impact of Student-Faculty Information 
Interpersonal Relationships on Intellectual 
and Personal Development” 

My suggestions for ways to redesign the classroom’s kairotic spaces to 
make them more accessible for persons with mental disabilities are 
grounded in the principles of universal instructional design (UID; also 
called universal design for learning [UDL], or simply universal design). 
The “universal” part of the moniker expresses an aim rather than an ac¬ 
complished fact: Universal design sets as its ideal a learning environment 
that is accessible to all learning styles, abilities, and personalities, but ac¬ 
knowledges that such efforts must always be partial and engaged in a 
process of continual revision. (Some, including Jason Palmeri, refer in¬ 
stead to “participatory design.”) “Design” is understood broadly, indi¬ 
cating not just material criteria (such as large-print handouts or extended 
time on tests) but attitudes 11 as well. Patricia Silver, Andrew Bourke, and 
K. C. Strehorn explain the purpose and value of universal design: 

If this approach becomes part of the institution’s instructional 
methodologies, students with disabilities in higher education will 
no longer need to rely as heavily on support systems that are sec¬ 
ondary to the primary instructional programs. In the typical ser¬ 
vice delivery program, modifications in an instructor’s approaches 
or assessment procedures for students with disabilities require that 
students identify themselves as disabled, request specific accom- 
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modations, and wait for these specific adjustments to be imple¬ 
mented—a process that often takes weeks to complete. This tradi¬ 
tional case-by-case instructional approach is quite conservative 
when compared to UID, which places accessibility issues as an in¬ 
tegral component of all instructional planning. (47) 

As Silver, Bourke, and Strehorn indicate, one important value of univer¬ 
sal design is that it dilutes the intensity and necessity of “disclosure” at 
the beginning of the semester: all students are seen as diversely situated 
learners, and the classroom is set up with this assumption in mind. How¬ 
ever, it’s important to note, as Silver and colleagues do, that support ser¬ 
vices will remain necessary so long as the ideal of universal design is not 
reached—and, as more than a decade of serious applications of universal 
design has shown (their article was published in 1998), this ideal is more 
an ongoing series of adjustments than a goal to be reached. 

This view of universal design as a “way to move” rather than a fixed 
set of practices is also taken by Jay Dolmage (24). Dolmage notes that 
many resources available on universal design can make it seem like a set 
of concrete (and burdensome) activities that must be added to the class¬ 
room. However, Dolmage argues, universal design is best understood 
through intentional verbs that can be applied in various ways—for ex¬ 
ample, those drawn from Ohio State’s faculty tip sheet on universal de¬ 
sign, which emphasizes “permit,” “listen,” “update,” “guide,” “clarify,” 
“review,” and “allow” (qtd. in Dolmage 24). Dolmage explains further: 

Registered as action, [UD] is a way to move. In some ways, it is 
also a worldview. UD is not a tailoring of the environment to mar¬ 
ginal groups; it is a form of hope, a manner of trying. (24) 

Understanding and acknowledging that universal design must be respon¬ 
sive as well as prepared, flexible as well as accommodating, brings up an in¬ 
evitable question: Won’t this still mean that our students must disclose their 
disabilities, discuss their needs, help us understand their ways of learning? 
Yes, they will. However—and this is the key difference between universally 
designed instruction and conventional “remediation”—under the prin¬ 
ciples of universal design, all students are encouraged to consider, share, 
and assist with the implementation of this information. Universal design is 
not for a few “special” students, but rather a way to move forward with all 
our learners (and ourselves) in as accessible a way as possible. 
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But here’s another problem: haven’t I been arguing, throughout this 
chapter, that students with mental disabilities are among those who may 
be least able to “share” such information in discussions, conferences, or 
even on paper? How can we implement universal design principles with¬ 
out relying on the same rationalist assumptions that have shaped class¬ 
room “participation” for a hundred (or a thousand) years? My answer is 
both a suggestion and a disclaimer: We can open as many different chan¬ 
nels of communication as possible, in hopes that at least one will be acces¬ 
sible enough for a given student to use it, and trust that our own attitudes 
will have much to with student response. As Ibtesam Halawah’s investiga¬ 
tion into student-faculty relationships shows, students’ perception of fac¬ 
ulty’s concern for and commitment to their learning has a strong impact 
on their academic success. Too, we must accept that universal design is not 
one specific procedure, nor a recipe for success, but rather, as Dolmage em¬ 
phasizes, “a form of hope” (24). I am a teacher, and I have no magic to of¬ 
fer, beyond the magic of persons working hard to understand one another 
and learn together—which, I believe, is magic enough. 

Before launching into my suggestions, I must also offer a disclaimer, 
or rather a series of them: Beeping cell phones in the classroom do annoy 
me. Even worse, I have been known to send text-messages during classes. 
(I also chew gum sometimes.) Students whispering to each other during 
discussions make me anxious, occasionally irritated. All of my syllabi in¬ 
clude attendance policies, and one class—a creative-writing workshop— 
permits very few absences. I use a lot of printed handouts that surely are 
less accessible for some of my students than others. In short, I am no 
paragon, and my own classroom approaches are continually under revi¬ 
sion. (After writing this chapter, I’m feeling particularly uncomfortable 
about the idea of attaching grade penalties to absences.) The best I can 
offer is not perfection, nor even frequent success, but consistent effort. 
This list reflects some of my efforts—those I practice myself, and those 
that I have learned from, as a person with mental disabilities, when I nav¬ 
igate kairotic classroom space. 

I. FOCUS ON WHAT’S FEASIBLE. 

I realize that some of my ideas, listed below, might sound absurd to a 
teacher who is accustomed to face-to-face office hours, does not have ac¬ 
cess to chat or text-messaging, or would be overwhelmed by trying to 
navigate multiple online spaces simultaneously. These suggestions are 
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meant to be used as a kind of tasting menu rather than a course-by- 
course meal. Each suggestion should be modified or ignored based upon 
a teacher’s own context, abilities, and style. For my own frenetic, vi¬ 
sual/verbal ways of learning—not to mention my anxiety during face-to- 
face interactions—holding two or three conversations via chat is consid¬ 
erably more effective and energy-efficient than holding one oral/aural 
conference in person. But of course, your mileage will vary. The point is 
not to do just what I do, but to assess each particular instructional con¬ 
text and consider ways that the avenues of communication can stretch 
and flex. And set limits: you are not establishing yourself as a constantly 
available answer machine, but rather as someone who can respond in dif¬ 
ferent ways at different times—within your own abilities. 

2. MAP THE CLASS EXPLICITLY. 

Syllabus statement. 

College teachers in the United States are required by law to include a “dis¬ 
ability statement” on their syllabi. This statement is often written in sec¬ 
ond person and presumes that responsibility for accommodation lies with 
the student: for instance, “If you have a documented disability, you should 
register with the Office of Disability Services to obtain reasonable accom¬ 
modations.” While working within legal and institutional guidelines, we 
can change or add to the required language in order to emphasize the uni¬ 
versality of learning differences and our openness to negotiating these. For 
example, in addition to the language I am required to include, I have 
added the following sentences to the statement on my syllabi: I assume 
that all of us have different ways of learning, and that the organization of 
any course will accommodate each student differently. For example, you 
may prefer to process information by speaking and listening, so that some 
of the handouts I provide may be difficult to absorb. Please communicate 
with me as soon as you can about your individual learning needs and how 
this course can best accommodate them. If your school’s required state¬ 
ment includes outdated language such as “special needs,” address this is¬ 
sue with the person or office that mandates the language. 

Beginning-of-class remarks. 

Spend some time on the accommodation statement when you review the 
syllabus with your class. I generally include a few interactive syllabus ex¬ 
ercises—for example, it is the first document we annotate (see appendix 
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A) in my classes—so that students have multiple chances to interact with 
it. My practice is to read aloud and then elaborate on my syllabus’s ac¬ 
commodation statement, giving examples of my own needs as a learner 
in order to emphasize that such needs are not a question of needing 
“more” support, but needing different kinds of support. One of the first 
things I tell students is that I have difficulty processing aural information; 
therefore, a question I can’t respond to immediately should be written in 
a note, communicated via email, or they should make sure I write it 
down. 

Since I began actually speaking about accommodation rather than 
just pointing to that section of the syllabus, I have noticed an increase in 
the number of students who discuss their learning needs with me early in 
the semester—some of which involve documented disabilities, some not. 
The most memorable of these instances occurred during a recent semes¬ 
ter in a first-year composition class. Having delivered my opening-day 
speech about learning styles, communication, and access, I was ap¬ 
proached after class by a student whom I had already mentally marked as 
a “potential problem.” (Not a reaction I’m proud of, but in the spirit of 
Milanes’s account, I believe it is important to describe and question our 
less-composed teacherly moments, because they are valuable learning op¬ 
portunities.) I’d noticed this student staring out the window for much of 
the class, hanging her head back, and closing her eyes for long intervals. 
After class, she approached me and explained that she had a disability 
that made it very hard for her to stay awake for any extended period of 
time. I am guessing that the content and structure of our first class may 
have opened an avenue for this student to raise the issue, since I subse¬ 
quently learned that she had not approached her other instructors that 
semester until a couple of weeks later, when she had her forms from the 
Office of Disability Services in hand. Finding accommodations for her 
particular learning needs was difficult for me, and sometimes we strug¬ 
gled, especially when navigating situations like small-group workshops. 
However, it was immensely easier on both of us than it would have been 
if I hadn’t known about her tiredness from the very beginning of class. 
Important to notice here is the shifting location of problem: my observa¬ 
tions of the student during our first class led me to the assumption that 
she would be a “problem,” but after she spoke to me, I realized that my 
perception of her actions was in fact a problem. Once we had that con¬ 
versation, we were able to shift focus to the actual problem at hand, 
which was how she could best access our classroom . 12 
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Description of your class’s kairotic spaces. 

It is traditional to state explicitly what students must do in terms of com¬ 
pleting reading, papers, and exams; however, it is much rarer for an in¬ 
structor to offer explicit information about an upcoming class’s kairotic 
spaces. A model for establishing “norms for class discussion,” based 
upon the Courage to Teach (CTT) model, is offered by Michalec and 
Burg in “Transforming Discussions from Collegiate to Collegial.” Ac¬ 
cording to Michalec and Burg, the students in their study found value in 
receiving explicit information about the “norms” that would govern 
class discussions (318). 

Questions that may be useful for instructors to consider or discuss 
with their students include these: Will information be shared primarily 
via lectures? Will lectures be supplemented with online notes or slides? 
Will the class be discussion-based—and what does “discussion” mean in 
your classroom? Will students be giving presentations—and again, what 
does “presentation” mean in your classroom’s context? How much 
group work is involved? How firm or flexible will deadlines be? If you 
can give students a clear sense, within the first week, of how the class will 
unfold kairotically, students will have more time to either transfer to a 
different class or communicate their concerns to you. Many barriers will 
still exist, of course: sometimes students cannot change their schedules 
because of their jobs, majors, childcare needs, and so on; sometimes a 
concept you think you have explained clearly will be murky to one or 
more students. Again, the key is not to solve all problems but to deepen 
and broaden the channels of possible access. 

Explaining participation in our own classrooms may require some 
reflection for teachers, for until we are forced to do so, we often treat par¬ 
ticipation like Justice Stewart’s famous (and later recanted) definition of 
obscenity: we assume we know it when we see it. Be as direct as possible. 
What behaviors indicate to you that students are participating? What are 
your pet peeves? What alternative modes of communication would you 
like to try, and how can your students help you implement them? What 
are your own abilities and limitations in kairotic spaces? The more often 
I have these conversations with students, the more I learn about myself: 
for example, I tend to place high value on questions students ask of each 
other; I prefer not to speak much during oral/aural discussions, instead 
offering a “wrap-up” comment to recap main points and guide students 
toward the next reading or activity; and (again because of my own aural- 
processing difficulties) “side conversations” distract me a great deal. I 
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have found that when I provide clear goals for a discussion (about which 
more below), and acknowledge my own limitations, the conversation 
progresses much more easily than when I simply open up the floor and 
assume students already know what I expect. 

The role of presence. 

If presence is a necessary component of the class, be direct about that. I 
teach one class for which I accept very few absences: a workshop in cre¬ 
ative nonfiction that meets once per week. The class as I have designed it 
is primarily composed of students’ kairotic exchanges; in other words, 
most of the course content is built by the workshop members as the se¬ 
mester goes on. I emphasize this aspect of the class at the beginning of the 
semester, and explain why this is the policy. In part because of my con¬ 
cerns about “presence” as they intersect with class attendance, I have 
also begun offering the class as an independent study. 

When possible, make use of nonphysical classroom spaces. Because I 
teach in a computer classroom, I tend to alternate between oral/aural and 
online modes of discussion; within online spaces, I alternate between syn¬ 
chronous and asynchronous formats. Maria J. Lavooy and Michael H. 
Newlin found, in a study of web-based learning over seven semesters, 
that students consistently selected courses, whether “live” or online, that 
enabled some form of synchronous interaction. Taking part in a synchro¬ 
nous discussion that does not require one to “jump into” an oral/aural 
conversation can benefit all students, particularly those for whom the 
timing and social pressures of face-to-face situations are difficult to navi¬ 
gate. I have used course-management software and also free “blog” 
spaces (WordPress and Livejournal) to construct spaces that enable both 
synchronous and asynchronous discussions. 

3. PROVIDE DIRECT INSTRUCTION FOR PARTICIPATION. 

Annotation. 

Like Anne Fitzsimmons, I view annotation as an “ethical practice,” in 
that it is a component of kairotic space that enables students to move 
from being passive receivers of texts to active interveners in texts. The 
first document we annotate in my classes is the course syllabus (appen¬ 
dix A); I also provide direct instruction on what I mean by annotation 
(appendix B). Drawing upon Fitzsimmons’s guidelines, I use a broad 
definition of annotation so that a course reading, a policy document, a 
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peer’s draft, or the classroom itself can each be construed as a text in 
which a student’s annotations can intervene. (Fitzsimmons asks students 
to annotate her class each day by writing her a note at the end of the pe¬ 
riod.) Annotations often provide the basis for discussions, whether 
oral/aural, online, small-group or large-group; they also provide oppor¬ 
tunities for me to check students’ understanding, as when I begin a dis¬ 
cussion by asking where they wrote “?” or “I don’t get it” in their an¬ 
notations and focusing on those areas. Finally, I encourage students to 
develop their own styles of annotation. Most choose to follow the 
model I provide, which involves handwriting notes in the margins of a 
document; however, others, for reasons ranging from learning style to 
ability to economic concerns (needing to resell books), have chosen to 
use Post-its, color-coding, typed notes on a separate page, or tape- 
recorded voice notes. 

“Annotation” in my view includes not just “new ideas,” but also 
thoughtful paraphrasing. In their study of oral discussion in an inclusive 
middle-school classroom, Cynthia Okolo, Ralph P. Ferretti, and Charles 
A. MacArthur found that one successful strategy was “revoicing,” or 
paraphrasing what someone else had just said (161). This strategy has 
several advantages: it models rhetorical listening; it affirms the speaker’s 
words without using evaluative language; and, if requested directly, it can 
also provide an avenue for a more “quiet” student to enter the discus¬ 
sion, since in some cases it may be less stressful to paraphrase another’s 
words than to come up with an “original” comment. Oral paraphrases 
can be facilitated via heuristics like the “note starters” described by 
Nussbaum and coauthors: for example, “I hear so-and-so saying that 
. . . Another part of the text that supports her point is . . .” 

Valuing quiet, enabling voice. 

Establish systems to take pressure off “quiet” students. When I have a 
sense that discussions are getting off-balance—with three or four stu¬ 
dents commenting often and other members of the class remaining 
quiet—I sometimes set up a “calling around” discussion, in which each 
participant responds to some question or idea, then calls on the next per¬ 
son of her choice, until each member has added a thought to the conver¬ 
sation. This practice can offer a space for students—like Ann—who 
would like to establish a presence in oral discussions but can’t find the 
right kairotic moment to enter. 

Another alternative avenue of participation is to ask for volunteers to 
take notes on a particular discussion, then post them for the class to ac- 
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cess; in some cases, students who have difficulty entering spontaneous 
oral exchange are skilled at listening and “translating” information. Yet 
another way is to ask each student to do a bit of writing at the end of a 
discussion, to share on paper something he did not say but wanted to say; 
such writings can go into a student’s folder of “private reflections,” 
shared with peers, or turned in for the instructor’s comment. (Note: if 
you sometimes collect writings, but sometimes do not, always let stu¬ 
dents know before they begin whether the task at hand will be private, 
sharing-optional, or sharing-required.) 

Yet another feedback strategy, offered by Matt Tincani, is that of “re¬ 
sponse cards” during lectures. Tincani suggests that, at different points 
during a lecture, students can use preprinted cards or write their own 
with brief responses to questions (generally yes/no or one-word); all 
cards are held up simultaneously (130). This allows each student to expe¬ 
rience a brief interaction with the material without putting an individual 
student on the spot. Instructors can respond to cards in various ways—as 
quick comprehension checks, prompts for small-group discussions, or 
material for later follow-up questions from students. Graham and coau¬ 
thors describe a similar system using electronic handheld devices or 
“clickers.” Clickers are now common in larger classroom settings, par¬ 
ticularly in the social and natural sciences. 

4. EXPERIMENT WITH MULTIPLE CHANNELS OF FEEDBACK. 

Requesting feedback. 

Establish a system of regular feedback, using multiple modes, to ask stu¬ 
dents about their learning processes in your class. Examples include im¬ 
promptu writes, text messages, individual conferences, online chat 
spaces, or letters. Whenever possible, organize the system so that stu¬ 
dents’ diverse communication styles and possible difficulty “sharing” in¬ 
formation are given room. Vary between written, oral, sketched, and di¬ 
agrammed; private, small-group, and class-wide; anonymous and 
identified. Assume that some students may need to be asked for feedback 
several times before they are ready to take you up on the suggestion; and, 
if you use impromptu writing as a mode of communication, build in a 
way to stretch the time available (for example, invite students to finish 
their writings later and bring them to the next class). Keep the basis of the 
system simple and direct; for example, while varying modes of commu¬ 
nication, select a few consistent prompts, such as “I’ve learned . . . I’m 
struggling with ... I want to ask ...” For those instructors now won- 
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dering whether I ever sleep, I should add that I give myself permission to 
respond very lightly to these communications. Except in cases when it 
seems that a student needs more attention, I limit myself to one short sen¬ 
tence, or even just a word or two, of response each. Depending on the 
size of a class, my energy level, and my perception of the class’s need, I 
make these feedback requests between twice and five times a semester, al¬ 
though, of course students are invited to offer them as often as they like., 

Providing feedback. 

Offer frequent feedback on how well the class as a whole is responding 
to your concern for participation. Let students know that you notice 
when strong moves are made in discussion or peer response. Corre¬ 
spondingly, give feedback when students’ ways of participating are not 
meeting your expectations (although, of course, never single out a stu¬ 
dent in front of peers for negative feedback). I’ve told a whole class be¬ 
fore, for example, that I was disappointed by their written feedback for 
each other on a particular peer-response exercise. This kind of concern 
can stand alone, or can also be paired with a “let’s redesign this” exer¬ 
cise, in which students provide ideas for redesigning a component of the 
class. (For an extended study on incorporating student feedback into 
course design, see Catherine Luna’s “Learning from Diverse Learners: 
(Re)writing Academic Literacies and Learning Disabilities in College.”) 

Multimodal communication. 

Varying the mode and style of communication enables access for a wider 
range of students. Patricia Dunn’s study Talking Sketching Moving: Mul¬ 
tiple Literacies in the Teaching of Writing points out that composition 
has historically been heavily dependent upon “word-based pedagogies” 
(15) and that in U.S. educational contexts generally, intelligence tends to 
be conflated with use of language, as opposed to other modes including 
oral dialogue, movement, or drawing. Although Dunn’s study focuses on 
the writing classroom in particular, her ideas can easily be applied to 
other disciplines: 

Focusing so narrowly on only one way of knowing [linguistic] not 
only squanders the thinking power of those who flee such a system 
as soon as they can, but a linguistic pedagogy also limits the insights 
even conventionally “good students” (good writers) may have if 
challenged to think outside their intellectual comfort zones. (2 6) 
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Like Dolmage, Dunn regards universal design in the classroom as a 
“way to move” (Dolmage 24), that is, as a flexible and ongoing series of 
adjustments and experiments adhering to an underlying belief in access. 
In this section I offer a range of examples from my own and others’ class¬ 
rooms that illustrate different ways we have found to move. 

For example, I hold office hours both in person and via real-time com¬ 
puter chat. During my office hours, I open a chat program and log in with 
the username I’ve designated for teaching purposes. When no one is 
physically present at my office hours, I can carry on two or—depending 
on the conversations’ intensity and complexity—even three conversa¬ 
tions at a time. If I need to just chat with one student at a time, or a stu¬ 
dent arrives in my office, I’ll ask the others to wait, operating on a “first 
come, first served” basis. Typically, it’s more convenient for students to 
“wait” online, so that they can pursue other activities, than to stand or 
sit in a bored line outside my office. 

Mixing up the mode and style of communication heightens the 
chances that a student will find at least one mode that works for her. And, 
based on my own experience, she is then more likely to continue to use it. 
In one case, a student who text-messaged me a couple of times in re¬ 
sponse to direct suggestions then continued to “check in” periodically via 
text message—in one case, offering an extended response to a reading on 
a day that she was too ill to get out of bed. However, contrary to popu¬ 
lar opinion, I am not deluged with text messages (and this is at a school 
where students, as a group, tend to be extremely communicative with 
professors and most instructors’ office hours are filled nearly all the 
time ). 13 In my experience, students’ communication styles are diverse 
enough that I rarely experience an overload in any one location or mode. 
Teachers in different contexts will, of course, have to make decisions 
about what is appropriate for their particular situations; my suggestion 
here is simply to try out alternative channels of communication and see 
what works. 

In addition to classroom communication, multimodality can be prac¬ 
ticed through exercises and assignments. Essays can be “written” using 
sound and image in a digital format; a mathematical proof or chemical 
principle can be rendered as a short story (or vice versa); 14 exams can be 
designed as collaborative as well as individual exercises. Dunn’s Talking 
Sketching Moving provides a wealth of such strategies. 15 For example, 
she describes an exercise using “rhetorical proof cards,” which she makes 
up in packs that student groups “play with” together (60). Each card, 
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prepared by the instructor, includes a note that might be included in a hy¬ 
pothetical argument (e.g., on capital punishment): the information on a 
card might be a quotation, a fact, or an “emotional news story” (60-61). 
Working in small groups, students shuffle, discuss, and reassemble the 
cards in different configurations to construct an agreed-upon argument. 
Dunn explains that “the act of physically moving these cards around and 
a discussion of the effects of doing so makes the abstract job of organiz¬ 
ing an effective argument into a visual, oral, and kinesthetic task to 
which students with a variety of talents can contribute” (63). Such an ex¬ 
ercise could also be carried out individually or in pairs. 

A related exercise, familiar to many writing teachers, is the one 1 call 
“Cut and Paste,” in which the writer cuts up an in-progress draft and 
shuffles the pieces around. Theoretically, this could be accomplished on a 
computer screen, but may be more beneficial for kinetic and other kinds 
of learners if carried out physically and in a larger space. As she shuffles 
the pieces, the writer may choose to take notes, add or delete ideas, en¬ 
gage in conversations with peers, add color-coding, or perform other re¬ 
visions. 

Time should be set aside at the end of exercise (which has no definite 
moment of conclusion) so that students can number the portions of their 
essay, write a note to themselves, staple pieces together, or otherwise re¬ 
mind themselves of what they want to “keep” from the session. Like 
Dunn’s, this exercise can be carried out individually or in groups. 

5. INCORPORATE MENTAL DISABILITY INTO APPROACHES 

TO DISABILITY. 

Disability studies has been incorporated into a vast range of undergradu¬ 
ate and graduate courses; however, as with DS research, references to 
mental disability—let alone focused examination of it—are still rare in 
our courses on disability in history, literature, law, art, cultural studies, 
and science. (This broad generalization excludes courses in psychology 
that focus on mental disability as a component of human “abnormal¬ 
ity.”) Exceptions do exist, of course, and 1 believe that the growing ac¬ 
knowledgment of madness in academic discourse will result in more 
courses that “knit” (Garland-Thomson, “Integrating” 16) mental disabil¬ 
ity into our approaches to teaching disability studies. 

The independent study 1 conducted with Timile Brown, described 
above, is one example. This course, titled Writing and Depression, exam- 
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A student arranges and reconsiders the cut-up pieces of an essay. Photograph 
by author. 
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ined depression from standpoints including feminist, clinical, psychoana¬ 
lytic, and autobiographical. Another example is the course Madness, 
Medicine and Mythology taught by Geoffrey Reaume, which he de¬ 
scribes in the article “Mad People’s History.” Reaume emphasizes that 
the central consideration of such classes is that they offer not just “a his¬ 
tory of ideas about madness . . . [but] serious inclusion of the people 
whose stories make up this history” (171). Other courses, such as Susan 
Burch’s Madness in American Literature, are beginning to dot the cur¬ 
riculum. As yet, however, we are far from widespread inclusion of men¬ 
tal disability as a significant component of DS pedagogy. 

6. MAKE USE OF “SAFE HOUSES.” 

In her now famous Profession article “Arts of the Contact Zone,” Mary 
Louise Pratt calls for recognition of what she calls “contact zones” in the 
classroom. Probably the most often-quoted line from this article is her 
definition of contact zones: “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical rela¬ 
tions of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they 
are lived out in many parts of the world today” (34). Pratt’s idea has 
given rise to voluminous articles that take it up in various ways, and even 
a whole pedagogical approach termed “contact zone pedagogy.” Less of¬ 
ten mentioned is Pratt’s concern about her theory’s potentially painful 
impact upon students. Pratt argues for what she calls “safe houses,” that 
is, “social and intellectual spaces where groups can constitute themselves 
as horizontal, homogeneous, sovereign communities with high degrees of 
trust, shared understandings, temporary protection from legacies of op¬ 
pression” (40). Pratt suggests that such spaces might include “ethnic or 
women’s studies” (40). Now, it is obvious that no group, no matter how 
similarly identified, will necessarily be safe for all participants; I tend to 
think in terms of “safer” spaces rather than “safe” ones. However, Pratt’s 
point is important, and applies to instructors as well as students. Safer 
kairotic spaces could take many forms, including gatherings of friends, 
sessions of private writing, or—as is suggested by Jane Thierfeld-Brown, 
who works with students with Asperger’s syndrome—“safe rooms” on 
her college’s campus for students to visit if they need a break from the 
constant stimulation of more public space (Farrell). (The annual confer¬ 
ence of the Society for Disability Studies establishes a “quiet room” for a 
similar purpose.) “Safe(r) houses” will take as many forms as their users; 
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they are one form of the ongoing adaptation required by universal de¬ 
sign. 

7. UNDERSTAND THAT YOU WILL NOT BE ABLE TO FULLY 

MEET EVERY STUDENT’S STYLE AND NEEDS. 

As teachers committed to creating more accessible kairotic spaces for 
those with mental disabilities, we are not “solving problems”; we are 
finding ways to move. If we view universal design as a process of “solv¬ 
ing problems,” we run the risk of feeling angry and frustrated at students 
who will not be solved (a closed-ended project akin to “cure”). And we 
must understand that our efforts are only one part of the larger design. 
To presume that one can achieve a perfect classroom design that will turn 
out perfect learning outcomes is not only unrealistic, it is demeaning to 
our students. We must try, think, query, flex, observe, listen, and try 
again. And when we are too tired, we must be willing to let it go for a 
while. Access is not going to happen overnight. 

I want to close with another anecdote, this one about a close friend of 
mine, who recently finished a master’s degree in molecular biology. As 
she planned her final year of course work, she ran into a problem: her last 
required course was being taught by a professor whom she knew to run 
discussion-based seminars. My friend is severely hearing-impaired, and 
uses speechreading but not sign language for communication. Her ideal 
class would be lecture-based, preferably led by a speaker who uses a mi¬ 
crophone and detailed slides. In groups of three or four, she can generally 
follow about half to three-quarters of the conversation; in larger groups, 
her comprehension drops to about one-tenth of what is said. If she sits 
near the back of a classroom (set up in rows), she will miss nearly every¬ 
thing the instructor says; if she sits near the front, she has a better chance 
of comprehending the instructor but will miss everything said by persons 
sitting behind her. 

I encouraged her to take the course anyway: it was her last require¬ 
ment, it was a topic that excited her, and the university was required by 
law to provide adequate accommodations. “If you can’t get CART [com¬ 
puter-aided real-time translation],” I said, “at least you can get a note- 
taker. You could sit next to the note-taker and follow the gist of the con¬ 
versation through what they write. Or you could get a small mike that 
people pass from hand to hand—it hooks up to a receiver that you wear. 
One of my friends in grad school used that .” 16 1 was full of suggestions. 
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However, this was not what my friend wanted. She didn’t want an ac¬ 
commodation; she wanted a class whose ordinary workings accommo¬ 
dated her hearing and her learning style. To be honest, I felt a little frus¬ 
trated with her refusal to explore the possibilities of accommodations. 
However, I took away from the conversation a deepened understanding 
of how nonmechanical “accommodations” really are. True accommoda¬ 
tions are not added on to a classroom environment; they are built into its 
infrastructure, with flexibility and ongoing revision part of its very foun¬ 
dation. I cannot anticipate the needs and styles of every student who will 
walk into my next classroom. Nor can I become a fundamentally differ¬ 
ent kind of teacher than I am: I will never be much for lecturing; I will al¬ 
ways incorporate small- and large-group discussions; I will rarely be at 
my best during a long procession of individual conferences; and my own 
modes of communication will probably continue to be heavily visual and 
verbal. What I can do is explicitly name universal design as one of the on¬ 
going goals of my classrooms, and be aware that meeting this goal re¬ 
quires regular input and advice from my students. And I can also ac¬ 
knowledge that not every student will want to be a part of this dialogue, 
that some will choose not to engage in it for their own reasons, and re¬ 
spect that. Accommodations are not charitable offerings; they are spaces 
we open to the best of our abilities, and revise, and revise again. 
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CHAPTER 3 


The Essential Functions of the Position 

Collegiality and Productivity 


As a senior manager said to me recently, “We got the toilets right, 
what more do you want?” While we remove some of the physical 
barriers we actually haven’t changed the underlying attitudes. 

—Christopher Newell, 
“Flourishing Rhetorically: Disability, Diversity 
and Equal Disappointment Opportunity” 

Across the board, the candidate with the best interpersonal 
skills—all else being equal—is offered the job. 

—Walter Broughton and William Conlogue, 
“What Search Committees Want” 


In the summer of 2005, I had just completed the first year of my first 
tenure-track academic job. I still read the “Careers” section in the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, in part to enjoy a sense of relief at ac¬ 
tually being employed (with health insurance!), and in part out of a 
sneaking fear that I might be back on the market anytime. It was in this 
frame of mind that I encountered a column written by “Ms. Mentor” 
(Emily Toth), titled “Can I Dazzle Them With My Energy?” On this 
day, she was responding to a question about a new buzzword that 
seemed to be cropping up in many postings for academic jobs: “ener¬ 
getic.” “It looks like an attempt to insert age discrimination into hir¬ 
ing,” the questioner, “Linda,” wrote. Ms. Mentor responded that not 
only did the term energetic raise questions about age, but also regional- 
ity, ethnicity, and disability. In fact, to my excitement, she discussed dis¬ 
ability in some detail in her response. But as I read, my reaction slid 
from interest to dismay to open-mouthed disbelief. The first section of 
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the response, which addresses life on campus for professors with dis¬ 
abilities, reads: 

Here Ms. Mentor must salute courageous professors with disabil¬ 
ities who have made themselves as dynamic as the nondisabled— 
through dramatic gestures and well-trained voices, as well as Pow¬ 
erPoint and all its cousins. Professors have hired students to be 
their ears and their eyes—and thereby taught all students that be¬ 
ing deaf or blind does not affect the brain. Teachers with “invisible 
disabilities” have endured chronic pain without publicly wincing; 
many have been considered “antisocial” for going home early, be¬ 
cause they must rest to stay out of the hospital. 

Ms. Mentor knows one professor who heroically, and secretly, 
performed kidney dialysis for herself in her office, lights off and 
door locked, during lunch hours. Her students, who loved her wry 
sense of humor, never knew until she got tenure and “came out.” 

I found the references to courage and heroics disturbing, though not 
surprising; here was the familiar overcoming narrative, rehearsed yet 
again. But the image of a professor “secretly” performing dialysis on 
herself, “lights off and door locked,” felt particularly upsetting. Why 
did her secrecy receive special praise? And after she got tenure, what 
changed that enabled her to “come out”? Did she now perform dialysis 
in her office with the lights on ? Why did Ms. Mentor’s remark that the 
professor’s students “never knew”—until, of course, she was tenured— 
sound so approving? 

This point of view, which imagines disablement as a personal deficit 
that must be “heroically” and “secretly” borne, strikes at all persons with 
disabilities. But singled out for particular disadvantage in Ms. Mentor’s 
response are those whose disabilities affect the mind. In the section quoted 
above, she notes that “being deaf or blind does not affect the brain,” im¬ 
plying that academic fitness requires an “unaffected” brain. In a later pas¬ 
sage, the presumption of able-mindedness becomes more explicit: 

Once at the interview stage—whether on the telephone, at a con¬ 
ference, or on a campus—all candidates are equal, and it’s their job 
to outdo each other. 

At an interview, Linda will have to project energy by talking 
quickly and clearly, moving briskly, looking keenly alert, and re- 
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sponding vivaciously. . . . An energetic candidate sits up straight, 
makes eye contact, and, when asked a question, is more apt to be¬ 
gin her answer with “Oh, . . .” (which leads to “Oh yes! I’d like 
to!”) rather than with “Well, . . .” (which leads to “I’m not sure” 
or “I’m not so eager”). 

From a DS point of view, we can discern a number of problems with this 
ideal candidate description. Anyone who has used a TTY, for example, 
knows that this form of communication is unlikely to be considered 
“equal” to normative oral/aural telephone conversation. And any num¬ 
ber of disabilities would make it difficult, if not impossible, to “sit up 
straight” and “move briskly.” If we add mental disability to our consid¬ 
eration, virtually every trait described by Ms. Mentor, including the im¬ 
portance of eye contact, becomes problematic. The fact is, not only are 
all job candidates not equal in kairotic space, but kairotic spaces such as 
interviews may single out and punish with particular force traits associ¬ 
ated with mental disability. To put it simply, some of us are more charm¬ 
ing online. Or over a long period of time. Or while lying down, or while 
our hands are occupied with a stim device. What we say might be fasci¬ 
nating, but our voices might tremble or be slurred; we might need to stare 
out the window, or tap on the table, while saying them. We might shake 
visibly, sweat profusely, or make remarks that seem off-topic. In short, 
the problems facing students required to “actively participate” in classes, 
discussed in the previous chapter, haunt professors as well. Students’ and 
professors’ participation may take place in different domains, but the 
rules of conduct in such domains are similarly narrowly proscribed. 

There are also important differences between students’ and profes¬ 
sors’ positions in kairotic space, because academe is a workplace as well 
as a place of study. This chapter focuses on the problems of academic dis¬ 
course in professional academic arenas. The central question I address is 
this: What are the “essential functions” (Americans with Disabilities Act) 
of academic employment—specifically, employment as a faculty mem¬ 
ber? How are those functions defined, evaluated, and rewarded? What 
happens to faculty members with mental disabilities in this system? And 
finally, how might recognition and accommodation of faculty members 
with mental disabilities enrich academic discourse? What might “univer¬ 
sal design” come to mean if it is applied in professional kairotic space? 

To address these questions, I begin with a review of the ADA’s precise 
language regarding the “essential functions” of work as a faculty mem- 
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ber, as well as the discouraging history of ways that these “essential func¬ 
tions” have been defined in case law. Two topoi of particular importance 
in interpreting (attempted) implementation of the ADA are productivity 
and collegiality. Both these features, generally acknowledged as key as¬ 
pects of a faculty member’s job, are often defined in ways that foreclose 
participation in academic discourse by persons with mental disabilities, 
as when uncollegial behavior is collapsed with “neurosis” (Bloom 210), 
or when “difficult” faculty members are identified as being “isolated,” 
“paranoid,” or having “mental illness” (Wells 32). In order to explore the 
material ways that these prejudices play out in kairotic professional 
space, I then analyze two different rhetorical situations, each of which is 
highly kairotic in its design, and each of which is important—if not re¬ 
quired—for successful academic employment: the job interview (includ¬ 
ing both initial interviews and campus visits) and the academic confer¬ 
ence. In closing, I offer concrete suggestions for ways that the academic 
profession might be redesigned to provide an environment that is more 
inclusive of those with mental disabilities, and more successful—perhaps 
even more productive and collegial —for all. 


The Americans with Disabilities Act and Mental Disability 

On September 25, 2008, President George W. Bush signed into law an 
amendment to the ADA that broadens the definition of “qualified indi¬ 
vidual with a disability,” and also limits what may be considered “miti¬ 
gating” measures, such as use of medication or hearing aids (H.R. 3195 / 
S. 3406). 1 In addition, the amendment specifies that courts may not con¬ 
sider whether a disability is “episodic, in remission or latent” when de¬ 
termining whether it qualifies. All three of these issues have been partic¬ 
ularly problematic for persons attempting to bring suit under the ADA, 
as is discussed in more detail below. At this writing, it is unclear what im¬ 
pact the amendment will have on judicial decisions. In an audio confer¬ 
ence following the amendment’s passing, L. Scott Lissner, ADA coordi¬ 
nator at the Ohio State University, stated that he believed changes would 
come “relatively quickly”—but added that “relatively quickly,” in the 
context of the federal government, can be a slow process. The following 
section examines definitions and case law as they have emerged from the 
original version of the ADA, since it is that version that determined em¬ 
ployees’ fates from 1992 to 2008. 

In the ADA as it was passed in 1990, subchapter I (“Employment”) of- 
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fers a number of definitions, including that of a “qualified individual with 
a disability”: 

The term “qualified individual with a disability” means an indi¬ 
vidual with a disability who, with or without reasonable accom¬ 
modation, can perform the essential functions of the employment 
position that such individual holds or desires. For the purposes of 
this subchapter, consideration shall be given to the employer’s 
judgment as to what functions of a job are essential, and if an em¬ 
ployer has prepared a written description before advertising or in¬ 
terviewing applicants for the job, this description shall be consid¬ 
ered evidence of the essential functions of the job. (Emphasis 
added) 

Unsurprisingly, questions and litigation about applications of this defini¬ 
tion have often turned upon the phrase “essential functions of the em¬ 
ployment position.” For some jobs, those essential functions are easily 
defined. However, in academe, what constitutes an essential function for a 
faculty member is much more contested. Most people agree on the con¬ 
ventional triad teaching-scholarship-service, but some would add a fourth 
requirement—collegiality—and others do not agree on what constitute 
appropriate forms or quantities of teaching, scholarship, or service. 

To place this quandary in rhetorical terms, two important stasis ques¬ 
tions arise when we think about the “essential functions” of employment 
as a faculty member. The first question is What is the nature of the thing ? 
In other words, what in fact are the essential functions of work as a fac¬ 
ulty member? Must they always include teaching, service, and scholar¬ 
ship, or can a faculty position consist of a different mix of activities? And 
is collegiality an aspect of teaching, service, and scholarship, or is it a 
fourth criterion that should be assessed separately? The second question 
is What is the quality of the thing? In other words, how good is the fac¬ 
ulty member’s performance of teaching, scholarship, service (and perhaps 
collegiality)? How shall that goodness be determined? 

In the next subsection of the “Employment” subchapter, the ADA 
defines reasonable accommodation. According to this definition, “rea¬ 
sonable accommodation” may include 

(A) making existing facilities used by employees readily accessible 
to and usable by individuals with disabilities; and 
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(B) job restructuring, part-time or modified work schedules, re¬ 
assignment to a vacant position, acquisition or modification of 
equipment or devices, appropriate adjustment or modifications of 
examinations, training materials or policies, the provision of 
qualified readers or interpreters, and other similar accommoda¬ 
tions for individuals with disabilities. 

In this definition, as the text lays out just what reasonable accommoda¬ 
tion means, we can perceive the clash between its directives and the “es¬ 
sential functions” of work as a faculty member. For example, if a 
“modified work schedule” is provided for a faculty member, what pre¬ 
cisely will that mean? Lighter teaching loads are infused with academic 
structures of power and prestige: a load of two courses per semester, as 
opposed to four, is not merely a numerical, but also a value-laden differ¬ 
ence, often reflecting positions with vastly different prestige, security, and 
pay. Or what if a “modified work schedule” means a longer tenure clock? 
Again, such a measure is not simply a quantitative difference in time, but 
a qualitative shift of the competitive structure of tenure clocks, in which 
junior faculty are expected to produce x amount of scholarship in y 
amount of time. This atmosphere has given rise to the academic truism 
“publish or perish.” Although in some cases tenure clocks can be ad¬ 
justed, the usual expectation is that a faculty member will be productive 
not only in particular quantities but at a particular speed. 2 

If we revisit the discussion of “crip time” from chapter 2, we can per¬ 
ceive yet more pressures that the ADA’s examples of “reasonable” ac¬ 
commodation place upon the academic infrastructure. Just as students 
with mental disabilities may struggle to meet conventional requirements 
for “presence” in the classroom, so too may professors with disabilities. 
For example, what if a professor who has agoraphobia or panic disorder 
must miss classes on an unpredictable basis? Does the burden lie upon 
him to find a substitute, no matter how short the notice or distressing the 
situation that gave rise to the absence in the first place? If he does find a 
substitute, is that an adequate replacement for the work expected of him? 
What if he cannot be physically present, but periodically holds classes on¬ 
line? Can we still say that his teaching is good? Good enough? That it can 
be called teaching at all? Shifting focus from the classroom to the confer¬ 
ence, what about a professor who cannot function in crowds? Or when 
speaking in front of groups? Could one of her accommodations be non¬ 
participation in academic conferences—or participation in ways that 
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omit “speaking” roles? And if she did use this accommodation, would 
that mean her performance as a scholar would be merely different or ac¬ 
tually ivorse than that of her peers? 

These questions have been debated in the courts. And so far, the 
record of ADA implementation in higher education has not been encour¬ 
aging. In a 2003 issue of the Journal of Law and Education, Suzanne 
Abram published a review of ADA case law that involved faculty mem¬ 
bers. Abram paints a bleak picture: 

By far, the majority of college and university instructors who sue 
under the ADA lose their cases. Worse yet, they lose them at the 
summary judgment stage. Since the standard for summary judg¬ 
ment is the absence of any genuine issue of material fact, or the in¬ 
ability of a reasonable jury to find for the plaintiff, it is particularly 
ominous that disabled faculty lose their cases at this early stage in 
the litigation, without obtaining the opportunity to put their cases 
before a jury. 

The daunting number attached to that majority, Abram specifies, is about 
93 percent. Why is this number so high? One of the main problems, she 
goes on to explain, is the razor-thin balance that ADA plaintiffs must 
maintain between being disabled “enough,” under the ADA, to require 
accommodations but not so disabled that they cannot perform the “es¬ 
sential functions” of the position or that accommodations would place 
an “undue hardship” (ADA) on the employer. Abram clarifies: 

The [ADA] actions often fail because the faculty members cannot 
walk the fine line between being disabled enough and being too 
disabled. A disabled professor must construct his complaint so 
that he is demonstrably able to perform the essential functions of 
his position with reasonable accommodation and yet not so dis¬ 
abled that he is unable to perform his duties with accommodation. 

In the majority of cases, the plaintiff professors seem unable to 
place themselves within this narrow range. 

Another knotty issue is that of receiving benefits. If an individual has re¬ 
ceived benefits from the Social Security Administration (SSA) or other 
organization, some courts have found that this alone disqualifies them 
from being “able” to work. This view, as a number of analysts have 
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pointed out, ignores the possibility of accommodations that can make 
work feasible, as well as the likelihood that a disabled person’s condition 
will fluctuate over time (Diller 71; Longmore 236-37). To summarize this 
gloomy stream of evidence, although the ADA was constructed on a civil 
rights model, and was intended to bring about broad change, the very 
broadness of its language has made way for ongoing discrimination in ju¬ 
dicial decisions. 

Plaintiffs bringing cases based on their mental disabilities have often 
been excluded from protection under the ADA. The “narrow range” 
(Abram) that plaintiffs must fall within is inflected, in these cases, by the 
issue of medication. Although the Equal Employment Opportunity Com¬ 
mission states that disability should be defined without consideration of 
“medicines,” several judgments in 1999 and following found that an in¬ 
dividual’s qualification for status as disabled should be assessed in a “cor¬ 
rected,” that is, medicated state. In a 2001 article in Psychiatric Services, 
John Petrila and Thomas Brink analyzed the implications of that first 
landmark case ( Sutton v. United Airlines) and others that followed it: 

[A]n individual might still [despite medication] experience 
significant and disabling stress in some situations—for example, in 
a work environment—that could substantially limit major life ac¬ 
tivities. If the correction of mental illness is reduced simply to the 
effects of medication, an individual could be considered to be no 
longer disabled—because symptoms are controlled—and therefore 
not protected by the ADA, even when that individual is still in a 
tenuous situation in terms of long-term recovery. (629) 

Suggesting that a person’s mental disability effectively disappears with the 
application of medication is as absurd as suggesting that his hearing dis¬ 
ability has disappeared because he uses hearing aids (another presumption 
that has been upheld by courts considering ADA cases). And, as Petrila 
and Brink point out, although medication may alleviate some of the most 
impairing features of mental disabilities, it can also cause side effects that 
carry new impairments, such as memory loss, blurred vision, or extreme 
fatigue. Finally, if the argument is framed in terms that assume that med¬ 
ication offers a “correction of mental illness” (Petrila and Brink 629), this 
traps the mad person in a discourse that assumes the necessity of “recov¬ 
ering,” in psychiatric terms, from the supposed “illness.” But many con- 
sumers/survivors/ex-patients of the psychiatric system do not identify as 
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having disabilities and see no need for medication (or other “treatments”) 
as a response to their neuroatypicality (L. Morrison 112). 

In addition to the judicial fondness for the notion that persons with 
mental disabilities have access to magical pills that erase our disabilities, 
the courts also show a propensity for discrimination based upon the com- 
monsense belief that mental illness is closely allied with violent behavior. 3 
In “Psychiatric Disabilities, the ADA, and the New Workplace Violence 
Account,” Vicki A. Laden and Gregory Schwartz describe the emergence 
of the “workplace violence account,” which imagines a “pathogenic 
worker, lurking unnoticed in the workplace, poised to explode in lethal 
violence against his supervisors or coworkers” (189). This account claims 
that workplace violence is “epidemic” and is largely committed by mad 
persons (194-95). Despite legislative statements against the presumption 
that madness is causally linked to violent behavior, Laden and Schwartz 
argue, judicial decisions tend to adhere to this commonsense myth: 

When a popular account is at odds in crucial respects with a pre¬ 
scribed judicial duty, it can be expected that judicial responses will 
be modulated by the popular account, particularly where, in this 
area, the popular account has a strong valance and taps into a 
wellspring of fears . . . [T]he scientific approach to risk advanced 
by the ADA has frequently been subordinated to a less rigorous 
approach characterized by overgeneralization, stereotyping, and 
other forms of heuristic thinking. (203) 

Laden and Schwartz analyze several cases that illustrate the operation of 
the workplace violence account in judicial decisions. In addition to pre¬ 
suming that workers with psychiatric disabilities pose a threat, the au¬ 
thors demonstrate, requests for accommodations for psychiatric disabili¬ 
ties “are routinely deemed per se unreasonable by reviewing courts” 
(207). Such accommodations include working at home, being transferred 
away from certain coworkers or supervisors, or modification of stan¬ 
dards for behavior (207). In short, not only are workers with mental dis¬ 
abilities likely to be considered a threat, and thus unqualified for em¬ 
ployment, but their requests for accommodations are likely to be deemed 
“unreasonable.” 

Even when violence does not overtly enter the equation, faculty mem¬ 
bers with mental disabilities attempting to bring suit under the ADA face 
special barriers. For example, Abram describes the 1996 case of Horton v. 
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Board of Trustees of Community College District No. yo8. In this case, 
the professor claimed to have an “unspecified nervous disorder” and 
missed time from teaching. The court ruled that since the “essential func¬ 
tions” of a community college professor’s job are “to prepare, attend, 
and teach classes,” and his disorder caused him to miss class, he did not 
qualify (Abram). Here we see the problem of presence, explored in terms 
of students’ experience in chapter 2, affecting faculty members as well. If 
presence is considered an essential function of an academic position, and 
presence is defined in terms of one’s fleshly appearance in a classroom, 
then many faculty members with mental disabilities are de facto not 
qualified for their jobs. 

This brings me to a question that has been troubling me for years, as 
long as I have been seriously thinking about access, the ADA, and faculty 
with mental disabilities. Is it possible that fluency in kairotic space is an 
essential function of an academic job? Is it true that a faculty member 
who is unable—perhaps occasionally, perhaps often—to make pre¬ 
dictable, material appearances in kairotic space, or who is unable to op¬ 
erate smoothly in such spaces, is unqualified? Are we ready to say that 
people with severe depression, or schizophrenia, or agoraphobia, cannot 
be professors? I want to say no; I want to imagine an academic work¬ 
place where accommodations for mental disability are feasible, where we 
can bring our differences to work in ways that enrich our students, our 
colleagues, and ourselves. But I know that this imagined world will re¬ 
quire enormous, paradigm-shifting changes to some of academe’s most 
dearly held tenets. In the next sections, I examine two of these tenets, 
productivity and collegiality, in the specific context of two kairotic 
spaces: the job interview and the conference. As a person who has cried 
with the frustration of being unable to leave my house, who has cringed 
with the knowledge that my remarks during conference sessions have 
seemed puzzling or even offensive, who has told my students that some 
days I might have to communicate with them via instant message or 
email rather than cope with the exhaustion of face-to-face conferences, 4 1 
know that the answers to this question will not be easy. 


Productivity and Collegiality 

The “essential functions” of a faculty member’s job vary from position to 
position. In some, particularly for contingent faculty, teaching is the pri¬ 
mary or sole emphasis, whereas in a conventional tenure-track position, 
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the employee must perform in at least three major areas: teaching, schol¬ 
arship, and service. Obtaining and keeping a tenure-track job, and even¬ 
tually achieving tenure, may be of particular importance for faculty 
members with disabilities, not only because these jobs carry higher pres¬ 
tige and pay, but also because they are more likely to include health 
benefits. Having worked as a lecturer for several years after I earned a 
terminal master’s degree (an M.F.A.), I decided in 1998 to try for a Ph.D. 
and a tenure-track job almost solely because of the issues of health insur¬ 
ance and stability. Because I have what is often termed a “preexisting 
condition” (an autoimmune disease), I could not afford to go more than 
ninety days without insurance, because future insurance could be denied 
simply on the basis of my “condition.” 5 A lecturer job at the University 
of Michigan did include health insurance; however, the coverage disap¬ 
peared each summer and had to be reinstated each September. 6 Also, as 
many adjunct positions do, mine came with an expiration date—no more 
renewals after four years. I found, somewhat to my surprise, that I liked 
engaging in scholarship and service as much as I did teaching, but that 
was certainly not my primary motivation in attempting to get onto the 
tenure track. I mention this to illustrate the particular pressures that are 
placed upon persons with disabilities in the academic profession. Loss of 
health insurance may be not simply dangerous, but disastrous; and the 
costs, both monetary and physical, of attempting to hold (a) job(s) in¬ 
cluding a heavy teaching load, travel between institutions, and little in¬ 
stitutional support, may be not merely draining but prohibitive. 

A faculty member’s performance of the required proportions of teach¬ 
ing, research, and service are often referred to as her “productivity.” 
However, productivity is inflected by another factor, which may or may 
not be made explicit: collegiality. In some cases, collegiality is cited as a 
means to achieving productivity; in others, collegiality is considered a lit¬ 
eral measure of productivity, and included as a fourth criterion during 
tenure and promotional reviews. In 1999, the American Association of 
University Professors published a policy statement titled “On Collegiality 
as a Criterion for Faculty Evaluation.” This statement speaks strongly 
against the use of collegiality as a discrete category in faculty evaluations: 

[CJollegiality is not a distinct capacity to be assessed independently 

of the traditional triumvirate of teaching, scholarship and service. 

It is rather a quality whose value is expressed in the successful ex¬ 
ecution of these three functions. . . . The elevation of collegiality 
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into a separate and discrete standard is not only inconsistent with 
the long-term vigor and health of academic institutions and dan¬ 
gerous to academic freedom, it is also unnecessary. (39-40) 

AAUP’s policy statement defines collegiality as the “successful execution” 
of one’s tasks in teaching, research, and service so as to distinguish it 
from expectations that faculty members display traits including “enthu¬ 
siasm” or “excessive deference” (39). It also notes that requirements for 
collegiality can be used to mask discrimination on the basis of factors 
such as race, gender, or class. This is a concern reiterated by many writ¬ 
ers on collegiality, including Heather Dubrow, who notes the danger that 
collegiality can become “an excuse, code, for prejudices of various sorts” 
(“Collegiality: A Roundtable” hi). 

However, when viewed in terms of mental disability, the problematic 
nature of collegiality runs deeper than straightforward discrimination 
against “the misfit and the eccentric” (“Collegiality: A Roundtable” 230). 
The notion of collegiality itself is regularly defined against mental dis¬ 
ability. For example, Lynn Z. Bloom’s essay “Collegiality, the Game” 
notes that satirical novels about academic culture abound with charac¬ 
ters who fail at being collegial, “whether from stupidity, ineptitude, bu¬ 
reaucratic entanglements, paranoia or neurosis” (210). While Bloom 
probably did not mean to insult persons with paranoia or neuroses, her 
list of uncollegial traits suggests that the latter two qualities are as likely 
to hamper one’s collegial efforts as “stupidity” and “ineptitude.” Para¬ 
noid also appears in Susan Wells’s “Notes on Handling Difficult Faculty 
Members”; her list of “difficult” traits is “isolated, unfriendly, uncooper¬ 
ative, inactive in research, explosive, paranoid, or the subject of many 
student complaints” (32). Unlike Bloom, Wells does discuss mental dis¬ 
ability directly, but the impulse is similarly to separate faculty members 
with these disabilities from the “normal” crowd. Wells’s essay begins 
with a section titled “Assumptions of This Workshop” (as the material 
was originally presented during the 2007 ADE Summer Seminar South). 
These are the assumptions: 

We aren’t therapists (or saints) and cannot solve serious personal 
troubles. And we need skilled professional help if our colleagues’ 
problems include addiction, mental illness, or violent behavior. But 
we are entrusted with the public life of our departments; we can 
and should enforce collegial norms there. Mentoring, supporting 
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productive teachers or researchers, and troubleshooting for faculty 

members in crisis are all more important than managing difficult 

faculty members. (32) 

In the main, I concur with the points made in this essay, and appreciate 
Wells’s emphasis on mentoring and support. But the rhetorical move that 
troubles me here is the familiar educational refrain of “we aren’t thera¬ 
pists,” as well as the clustering of “addiction, mental illness, or violent 
behavior.” The assumption appears to be that a faculty member who has 
the “problem” of mental illness is not part of the collegial group Wells 
means to address in the rest of her essay. Those faculty members require 
“skilled professional help.” 7 What Wells means to say, I expect, is that a 
faculty member’s addiction or mental illness may require support outside 
that which can be provided by a department chair or administrator. What 
her statement achieves, however, is a division between those who should 
receive support within academe and those who should be sent to outside, 
medicalized forms of support. 8 Implicit in this statement is an either/or 
distinction: the addicted, the mentally ill, and the violent over there; the 
merely “difficult” and reachable through mentoring and academic sup¬ 
port over here. 

Mental disability enters the picture again in the 2006 issue of Profes¬ 
sion, which published a cluster of articles on collegiality. This time, men¬ 
tal health is held up not as a requirement for collegiality, but as its out¬ 
come: Jeffrey Theis avers, “Collegiality, as a counterbalance to our 
overemphasis on individualism, can yield many benefits. Certainly men¬ 
tal health is the clearest reward” (88). As with Wells’s remark, I am trou¬ 
bled less by Theis’s overall point than by its presumption that collegiality 
and mental disability—unhealth, as it were—have an incommensurable 
relationship. 

Several of the authors in the Profession cluster agree with the AAUP’s 
stance against using collegiality as a requirement distinct from teaching, 
scholarship, and service, as well as its argument that collegiality should 
not be measured in terms of personal affection, deferential behavior, or 
agreement. However, they also concur—as I do—that this requirement is 
not going to go away, at least in implicit form, and the best strategy is not 
to try to eliminate it, but to define it more clearly and ethically. Philip 
Lewis suggests that we might define collegiality as having two forms, 
practical and structural, and explains each: 
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[Practical collegiality is] a relationship of mutual respect and sup¬ 
port among faculty members in an academic unit. . . [and] means 
that differences of opinion or outlook can coexist in a productive 
tension, that people who disagree with one another or who dissent 
from the majority view are still behooved to collaborate in the on¬ 
going work of their unit’s team of educators. . . . Structural colle¬ 
giality is the relationship of colleagues who agree to agree, who 
value the collective authority they hold and exercise in concert, 
who believe their mode of interaction conforms to a model that 
should pervade the academic organization from top to bottom and 
provide for the homology of the institutional order ... [and] is wo¬ 
ven into the fabric of administrative discourse as a presumption of 
negotiated correlation. (76, 79) 

Lewis’s notion of structural collegiality is distinctly DS in outlook, and 
particularly important for faculty members with mental disabilities, be¬ 
cause it calls for more democratic systems of communication that make 
room for difference, as well as turning its focus upon structural rather 
than individual problems. It has much in common with the recently 
popular phrase “shared governance,” which presumes that faculty are 
stakeholders in a common enterprise and emphasizes the importance of 
collaboration, negotiation, and wider distribution of power and infor¬ 
mation (Guy-Sheftall). 

No matter how we slice it, collegiality is a social phenomenon, mani¬ 
festing through interpersonal relationships. Many writers who attempt 
to give advice on fostering collegiality name social events as a means to 
do so. Dubrow suggests that colleagues should “eat together” (58); Wells 
recommends “social events” (33) generally; Susan B. Taylor mentions 
potlucks (“Collegiality: Statements” 96); Jamie Dessart notes that de¬ 
partment meetings should include “some social time” (“Collegiality: 
Statements” 97); and Timothy Dow Adams reports that his department 
“sponsored a prom” (“Collegiality: Statements” 98). It is this aspect that 
I want to examine in terms of the kairotic spaces of job interviews and 
academic conferences. Both of these spaces are deeply inflected by their 
relationships with productivity and collegiality. And both are highly so¬ 
cial spaces. Much of the “work” that takes place during conferences and 
interviews is social: it includes meals, hallway or elevator conversations, 
and pre- or postevent small talk (which is not usually “small” at all). In 
the following sections, I read each of these high-stakes academic spaces 
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in terms of the foregoing discussion of productivity and collegiality, not¬ 
ing both difficulties these spaces can raise for persons with mental dis¬ 
abilities and ways that mindful design of kairotic space can increase their 
accessibility. 

The Job Search 

The academic job search, or “going on the market,” is a stressful 
prospect for any candidate. Although all stages of the process are ardu¬ 
ous—including selecting schools; assembling applications; asking for rec¬ 
ommendations; organizing and delivering materials; laying out the 
money for paper, postage, transcript fees, and (often) clothing; and ar¬ 
ranging travel and accommodation—I focus here on the stages that are 
most likely to require participation in kairotic space: initial interviews 
and campus visits. As Sarah F. Rose argues, these are two parts of the job 
search at which disabled candidates are likely to encounter “challenges.” 
Rose offers an overview of these events: 

If you are selected for a conference interview, you may hear just 
two or three days before the conference starts—which obviously 
poses challenges for both financially-strapped graduate students 
and candidates who need accessible hotel rooms. . . . After inter¬ 
views comes the campus visit—a one- to two-day affair during 
which you will be under the microscope at all times. Generally, 
you’ll need to teach a class, give a “job talk” about your research, 
and meet with faculty, students, and deans, all while remaining 
charming, professional, and calm. 

Rose’s story is told from her own perspective as a person with “moderate 
hearing loss but normal speech,” and she is careful to acknowledge that 
disabilities of various kinds will inflect the process in various ways. With 
this in mind, I want to add a few points to her astute description. First, a 
last-minute interview offer is challenging not only in the ways she names, 
but can also become an insuperable barrier for a mentally disabled per¬ 
son who must carefully plan his appearances in kairotic space. Such plan¬ 
ning may include needing more than a few days to absorb and retain in¬ 
formation about the campus and the faculty in question; preparing 
extensively to get on a plane or even simply to leave the house; or sched¬ 
uling around periods when one’s functioning may be particularly im- 
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paired, such as deep depressions or intervals of medication adjustments. 
Being “under the microscope” can create stress that goes beyond uncom¬ 
fortable to unbearable. And, of course, appearing “charming” (in a con¬ 
ventional sense) and “calm” is quite a trick if one is short of breath, un¬ 
able to make eye contact, stimming, struggling to process aural/oral 
information, and/or unable to attach faces to names. A study by Charles 
Avinger, Edith Croake, and Jean Kearns Miller describes a faculty mem¬ 
ber with Asperger’s, Clarice, who emphasizes the difference between her 
experience in kairotic settings from that of “normal” faculty members. In 
Clarice’s experience, the authors argue, “ ‘Be yourself’ doesn’t mean ‘Be 
yourself.’ It means, rather, to respond within a more or less codified and 
limited range of experiences” (208-9). A direct quotation from Clarice 
places it in starker terms: “A meeting can be a disaster for someone on 
the spectrum” (211). 

Given all this, should a job candidate facing an interview discuss his 
or her access needs with the search committee? Rose’s experience was 
that her interviewers were “extremely gracious in dealing with accom¬ 
modations.” Unfortunately—as she also notes—this may be the excep¬ 
tion rather than the rule. The grim history of ADA lawsuits brought by 
professors with disabilities, discussed in the previous section, indicates 
that employers do not rise enthusiastically to the challenge of access, nor 
do the courts support plaintiffs’ efforts to gain access through legal chan¬ 
nels. There is little current research on how well mental disabilities are 
accommodated outside the context of ADA suits; however, what research 
does exist seems to indicate that employees fear asking for accommoda¬ 
tion, and when they do ask, report being further stigmatized (Goldberg, 
Killeen, and O’Day). In fact, employers may avoid hiring people with 
mental disabilities in the first place (Starnes, cited in Goldberg, Killeen, 
and O’Day). This creates what Goldberg, Killeen, and O’Day call a “dis¬ 
closure conundrum”: to obtain accommodation, a person with a mental 
disability must disclose; but the act of disclosure itself may bring about 
stigmatization and retaliation. 

Larger-scale studies from various disciplines confirm the anecdotal ev¬ 
idence that fluency in kairotic space is a key factor in job candidates’ suc¬ 
cess. A 1998 survey of ninety-eight search committee chairs in psychology 
found that a candidate’s performance during interviews and colloquia, as 
well as her “personality,” were among the most important factors con¬ 
sidered in the later stages of job searches (Sheehan, McDevitt, and Ross 
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10). Once a candidate had gotten to the interview stage, “performance at 
interview with search committee” was rated as the most important fac¬ 
tor, with “performance” in other kairotic spaces such as colloquia and 
teaching demonstrations rated second and fifth, respectively (9-10). 
“Candidate’s ability to get along with other faculty” was rated sixth, and 
“Candidate’s personality” ninth (10). To offer some context for these rat¬ 
ings, criteria that were rated as less important than “getfing] along” and 
“personality” during the interview—that is, outside the top ten—in¬ 
cluded book authorship, graduate GPA and transcripts, awards for re¬ 
search, service experience, and grant writing (9-10). Thus, the real-time 
performance of a candidate in kairotic space was found to be more im¬ 
portant than activities that might more easily be carried out in “crip 
time,” including writing, service, and obtaining grants. 

Sheehan, McDevitt, and Ross also inquired about “errors” made by 
candidates (10); the top two responses in this category both involve per¬ 
formance in kairotic space. The most commonly cited error was con¬ 
ducting a poor colloquium; the second most common was a failure in 
“interpersonal interactions” (10). Such errors of interpersonal interac¬ 
tions were described by respondents in terms including “abrasive or in¬ 
sulting,” “generally obnoxious,” and “not a team player” (10). Having 
sat on search committees before, I admit that I would be unlikely to en¬ 
dorse a candidate who seemed insulting, obnoxious, or “sexist” (another 
failure of “interpersonal” skill mentioned by respondents). But I also 
wonder just what sorts of behaviors were deemed so obnoxious. Further 
details are not available in this study. 

In 2000, Walter Broughton and William Conlogue conducted a study 
of 368 English departments that offers more texture to the judgments 
about interpersonal skills as they are evaluated by search committees. 
Two of their research questions have particular significance for candi¬ 
dates with mental disabilities: “How significant are interpersonal skills?” 
and “What egregious errors kill a candidacy?” (40). As in the study by 
Sheehan, McDevitt, and Ross, Broughton and Conlogue found that “in¬ 
terpersonal skills” were a major factor: this criterion was deemed deci¬ 
sive by 28 percent of respondents, and in response to a question about 
what factors “negatively affected” candidates’ chances, “poor interper¬ 
sonal skills” was rated third, just behind poor teaching and poor research 
(48). (It is worth noting that “ignorance of the institution,” which might 
seem to be displayed by a person with difficulties recalling information or 
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processing it orally/aurally, was rated fourth.) Broughton and Conlogue 
relate several specific comments made on their open-ended questionnaire 
that described candidates’ poor interpersonal skills: 

“Behavior perceived as insulting, dismissive.” 

“During one of the interview questions, she threw up her arms and 
said, ‘Jesus.’ ” 

“One candidate was overly argumentative, even belligerent, dur¬ 
ing the interview with the search committee.” 

“One campus visitor ignored many important people and failed to 
thank those who helped him.” (48) 

As in the survey of psychology departments by Sheehan, McDevitt, and 
Ross, these comments appear out of context, and are therefore difficult to 
interpret fully. Perhaps the “insulting, dismissive” candidate and the one 
who “ignored many important people” are just jerks. Perhaps the “out¬ 
landish coif” (48) worn by one candidate indeed portended an out¬ 
landish, uncollegial working style. My aim here is not to suggest who de¬ 
serves accommodation and who does not, but to inject some provocative 
questions into the ossified tradition of kairotic job interviews. Isn’t it the 
case that persons with Asperger’s, or anxiety, or schizophrenia, may un¬ 
intentionally come across as dismissive, even insulting? Isn’t it possible 
that short-term memory impairments might impede a candidate’s ability 
to extend thanks, display knowledge of unfamiliar schools, and pay at¬ 
tention in approved ways ? Are we comfortable treating these difficulties 
as deal-breakers in candidates’ search for academic employment? What 
sort of academic culture are we creating if the job candidates we accept 
are only those who successfully avoid outbursts, memory lapses, or “out¬ 
landish coifjs] ” ? Can we imagine a collegiality that embraces mistakes 
and grows stronger through the ways we address those mistakes? Isn’t 
that what we tell our students about learning ? 


Conferences 

I will never forget my first SDS conference, because it was the first time I 
felt something close to adequate accommodation at a conference. My 
partner accompanied me, and served as ad hoc personal assistant, help¬ 
ing me navigate through the hotel (which was itself relatively small, on 
one level, and much more navigable than a multistory Hilton gigantus), 
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taking notes during panels, and accompanying me on social occasions. I 
was offered a stim device (a “koosh ball”) when I registered. And there 
was a quiet room where I could go to get away from the incessant buzz 
of conversation and the thousands of roving eyes . 9 

It wasn’t Eden. For instance, one afternoon, when I repaired to the 
“quiet room,” I found that two other conference-goers had decided to 
use the space for a spoken meeting. However, the response to this inci¬ 
dent exemplified what Annette Harris Powell calls “access-as-practice”: 
that is, an approach to access that assumes that accessibility is a rhetori¬ 
cal event, and as such must be responsive to particular and dynamic situ¬ 
ations. In that case, I went to the SDS organizer at the registration desk 
and explained that the quiet room was not quiet. She went to the room, 
asked the two conversationalists to move elsewhere, and I gratefully lay 
down on one of the two cots provided. Significantly, the organizer I ap¬ 
proached intervened without question or hesitation—that is, there was 
no “Why can’t you ask them yourself?” Overall, the attitude was one 
that presumed accommodation might be needed at any moment, in un¬ 
predictable ways, and the large number of assistants available indicated 
that access-as-practice was a consistent concern . 10 

A conventional conference is not like that. It usually takes place in a 
hotel or convention center, with each session or meeting scheduled in a 
mysterious location such as “Rose Ballroom IV-A.” Crowds throng the 
halls between events, lines for food and coffee are long, and elevators are 
jammed. At any moment, you may run into someone you knew ten years 
ago, met ten minutes ago, or whom you’ve never met but with whom you 
have had sharp professional exchanges in journals. Fluorescent light 
dominates, noise carries between the thin temporary walls between 
suites, carpets and upholstery are treated with toxic chemicals, and bath¬ 
rooms may or may not be accessible. Information is usually delivered 
orally/aurally—often without the use of microphones—and alternative 
formats such as scripts, sign interpretation, or computer-aided real-time 
transcription (CART) are usually either unavailable or difficult to 
arrange. Also, many of the most power- and information-laden ex¬ 
changes do not take place in a conference’s official spaces, but in sponta¬ 
neously organized spaces such as gatherings at bars (which, not inciden¬ 
tally, presents an additional barrier for persons in recovery from 
substance abuse), restaurants, private rooms, or during rushed hallway 
or elevator exchanges. 

A conference as a whole can be described as a kairotic space. It can 
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also be described in terms of genre. In their 2002 collection The Language 
of Conferencing, editors Eija Ventola, Celia Shalom, and Susan Thomp¬ 
son argue for recognition of the academic conference as “a social event 
comprising interrelated genres” with distinctive customs, languages, and 
social norms (9). Various discourse communities, the editors explain, will 
make various assumptions about how a conference should unfold, but in 
the main, conferences are presumed to be “primarily spoken and often 
spontaneous or quasi-spontaneous . . . essentially dynamic in their un¬ 
folding, and in some respects therefore relatively unpredictable” (10). 
Ventola, Shalom, and Thompson emphasize the challenges this oral/aural 
and unpredictable environment poses to those in less powerful positions. 
The focus in The Language of Conferencing tends to be upon the difficul¬ 
ties faced by nonnative speakers of the conference’s main language, as 
well as novice participants; however, we can extrapolate from the au¬ 
thors’ research to draw inferences about the problems that this genre 
poses for persons with mental disabilities as well. Ventola, Shalom, and 
Thompson emphasize the importance of “interpersonal management and 
politeness features” at conferences, and they rightly argue that these fea¬ 
tures pose quite different challenges for participants than those posed by 
written/published research (10). 

The larger genre “the conference” comprises various subgenres, de¬ 
scribed by Celia Shalom as “research process genres” including “the pa¬ 
per presentation, the poster session, the plenary lecture and the book of 
abstracts,” as well as “social genres” that include “coffee breaks, out¬ 
ings, lunch and the conference dinner” (52). To Shalom’s list of subgen¬ 
res, I have argued, we should also add policy/procedure genres (Price, 
“Access Imagined”). Documents classified as policy/procedure genres in¬ 
clude the call for submissions, instructions on registering and arranging 
for travel and accommodations, and guidance on access and disability 
accommodation. In my study of seventeen policy/procedure documents 
from a variety of professional societies and disciplines, I found that the 
accommodations most frequently mentioned were wheelchair access; 
mobility aids such as scooters; alternative-format copies of presenta¬ 
tions; and sign language interpretation. An important assumption to 
avoid here is that particular accommodations are “for” particular kinds 
of disabilities. For example, while it might be assumed that printed 
copies of papers are only for people with hearing impairments, in fact 
they may aid a wide range of people, including those who have difficulty 
focusing on, remembering, or processing oral language, whether that 
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difficulty stems from fatigue, an illness, AD/HD, or a brain injury. With 
that said, however, it is notable how few of the statements mention dis¬ 
abilities other than those that involve impairments of mobility, seeing, 
and hearing. 

An exception is the American Public Health Organization’s “Accessi¬ 
bility Guide,” 11 which not only addresses both chemical sensitivity and 
chronic pain, but offers a detailed comment on how to enact accommo¬ 
dation of these disabilities: 

Specific requests will be made to the hotels that chemicals not be 
used on the meeting room carpeting within 4 days of the com¬ 
mencement of our meeting and that only unscented products be 
used in guest rooms. In addition, APHA requests that its meeting 
attendees refrain from the use of perfumes, hair sprays and other 
chemicals, for the comfort and health of all our registrants. . . . 
APHA members with disabilities (including chronic pain) have in¬ 
dicated that in crowded locations and at other times at APHA they 
experience perhaps unintended pushing or well-intended taps that 
have caused pain or have caused them to lose their balance. Please 
be aware of this and be considerate of all our members. (5) 

Although this guide does not discuss the barriers that may be faced by 
conference attendees with mental disabilities, the directions given here 
move in that direction. The attention to the stress of contact with crowds, 
including “unintended pushing or well-intended taps,” for example, is 
useful not only because such actions could cause pain or loss of balance, 
but also because of the mental stress they can create. Unfortunately, aside 
from the APHA, few of the policies I studied for “Access Imagined” men¬ 
tion chronic pain or fatigue, chemical sensitivity, or mental disabilities, 
and very few discuss accommodation of these issues at any length. 

Even within the relatively proscribed format of a panel presentation, 
participants are likely to encounter spontaneous, and potentially stress¬ 
ful, modes of exchange. Pauline Webber’s study from The Language of 
Conferencing focuses on a subgenre that may be particularly problem¬ 
atic for persons with psychosocial disabilities: the question-and-answer 
session following a panel presentation. This space may pose special 
problems both because it is spontaneous and because it is one of the 
sites at a conference where agonistic exchanges are likely. As Webber 
specifies, 
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According to the conventions of the genre, participants use infor¬ 
mal language, politeness devices, address forms and other re¬ 
sources which lower interpersonal distance, but in spite of this 
there may be tension and conflict in the interaction. . . . [T]his is 
certainly not just a chat among friends, however friendly it may 
appear at certain moments. Co-presence involves risk. In spite of 
the first-name familiarity, the jokes and the apparent modesty in 
the choice of language found here, speakers are on their guard and 
prepared to face criticism. (247) 

Not only is conflict generally assumed in Q&A sessions, as Webber 
points out, but it may—depending upon discipline and other features of 
rhetorical context—be a tacit expectation. Webber quotes one of her re¬ 
search participants saying that “controversy should be welcomed [at con¬ 
ferences], since it is only through controversy that science advances” 
(248). 12 However, when we consider the environmental difficulties that 
may already be present during a session, then add to this the presumption 
that exchanges should involve “controversy,” we can observe just how 
inaccessible this portion of a panel presentation might become for a per¬ 
son with difficulty navigating kairotic space, whether she is a presenter or 
a potential questioner. 

Compounding these difficulties is the fact that “liminal,” that is, mar¬ 
ginally positioned, conference members (Shalom 66 ) may find that such 
exchanges are their only opportunities for speaking roles at conferences. 
In other words, if a person does not have a programmatic speaking role 
and is not part of the “insider” group that can access informal postsession 
gatherings, the Q&A session is one of the few spaces left open in which to 
gain academic capital through synchronous participation. Yet this space, 
which arguably should be structured to be especially welcoming of 
novices and liminal members, may in fact be one of the least accessible. 
Fortunately, other subgenres do exist to offer such opportunities, includ¬ 
ing workshops and special-interest groups (SIGs); and several professional 
organizations have made impressive efforts—often led by SIGs—to ac¬ 
commodate conference-goers with disabilities of all kinds. Such efforts, at 
this point, are largely labors of love carried out by a few highly dedicated 
people and groups. Professional organizations as a whole do not prioritize 
the inclusion of persons with disabilities at conferences; and where inclu¬ 
sion is attempted, it tends to imagine the disabled conference-goer as a 
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person in a fairly narrowly defined position, with little concern for the 
flexibility of design that could enable access-as-practice. 

Aside from the studies in The Language of Conferencing, there is a 
dearth of research on participants’ interaction in conference spaces. 
Given the importance of conferences as a measure of academics’ produc¬ 
tivity, this lack is troubling. Ventola, Shalom, and Thompson suggest two 
reasons why little research exists: the conference’s “intrinsic complexity 
as a focus of research” and the fact that collecting data in these spaces is 
“notoriously difficult” (361). Despite these difficulties, some researchers, 
especially in the field of computers-human interaction, have begun to 
find ways to collect data in the kairotic spaces of conferences, including 
the much-neglected but crucial arenas of social exchange. Among recent 
studies is one by Joseph F. McCarthy and coauthors, which confirms 
both the complexity of the conference as a research setting and the im¬ 
portance of pursuing such research nevertheless: 

One of the appeals of a conference is that it creates a context to 
support mutual revelation: allowing attendees to learn more about 
others and their work, as well as being open to opportunities to tell 
others about themselves and their own work. Thus, many confer¬ 
ences offer a variety of sub-contexts for different kinds of interac¬ 
tions, including formal presentation such as keynotes, papers and 
panels; informal presentations such as may occur around demon¬ 
strations or posters; and the more casual exchanges that typically 
take place during breaks and receptions. 

However, such opportunities for “give and take” tend to be un¬ 
evenly distributed among the conference attendees, depending on 
one’s status in the community, level of participation in the formal 
conference program, and more subtle issues such as one’s native 
language and level of extroversion. (39) 

Power differentials of all kinds, including the ones that McCarthy and 
coauthors mention—native language and level of extroversion—will af¬ 
fect a conference-goer’s ability to access and participate in the kairotic 
“give and take” spaces of academic conferences. 

To address these inequities of exchange, McCarthy and coauthors 
propose an augmentation they call the “proactive display”: “a large com¬ 
puter display outfitted with sensors that can detect people nearby and re- 
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Persons at a conference gathered near the TicketzTalk display. 
Image courtesy of Joe McCarthy and interrelativity.com. 


spond to them in contextually appropriate ways” (39). What this means, 
in brief, is that information is shared more democratically during kairotic 
exchanges. For example, one “proactive display” the authors describe is 
an application called TicketzTalk (T2T), which can be set up in an infor¬ 
mal space such as a coffee-break area, or an area with couches and tables. 
The T2T monitor displays information about participants who are stand¬ 
ing within range of the monitor. This information is gathered from par¬ 
ticipants ahead of time, and includes name, affiliation, photo, and a 
larger image of “the one thing you would be happy to talk about with 
anyone at the conference.” Information is sent to the monitor by means 
of electronic tags inserted into conference-goers’ badges. 

McCarthy and coauthors are careful to note that conference-goers 
control the information that is displayed about them, and that the device 
should be used in a spirit of “plausible ignorability,” that is, with the as¬ 
sumption that no conference participant is obligated to respond in any 
particular way to the information provided (42). In short, as the authors 
explain, the streaming information on the monitor “providefs] an oppor¬ 
tunity to learn about others nearby” (42). The presence of this augmenta- 
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tion means that highly charged kairotic situations, such as introducing 
oneself or attempting to attach names to faces, become more workable for 
persons who are processing information via various modes and abilities. 13 

Augmentations such as Ticket2Talk (as well as CART, sign interpreta¬ 
tion, and others) may be unfamiliar to conference-goers who have not en¬ 
countered them before. However, I will also note, from my own perspec¬ 
tive, that accessibility measures that are designed flexibly tend to benefit 
a broad range of participants, not only those with certain kinds of dis¬ 
abilities. For example, CART is helpful not only for hearing-impaired 
participants, but for those who process information at differing speeds, 
those with unimpaired aural abilities who have difficulty interpreting au¬ 
ral/oral information, and those who are less familiar with the discourses 
or names being used. Such accommodations also cost money, and profes¬ 
sional organizations commonly cite budget limitations as the reason that 
they do not provide better access. But budgets are rhetorical devices, de¬ 
signed within normative discourses of power and ability. We might 
justifiably ask why it is deemed acceptable to design conferences as events 
that involve expensive airplane travel and accommodation in elegant ho¬ 
tels, but not as events at which all participants can access the information 
exchanged once there. 

Another concern often raised about flexible design is that it changes 
the normative structure of a conference in ways that are unfamiliar and 
disquieting to members. This was the case when Joseph F. McCarthy and 
danah m. boyd studied the introduction of a different adaptive technology 
at the 2004 Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work 
(CSCW), which took place in Chicago. McCarthy and boyd introduced a 
“digital backchannel” into the conference’s oral/aural spaces, including 
panels and plenaries. The backchannel was essentially a “chat” space, 
with separate subsections corresponding to separate events. Attendees 
could log on to a chosen backchannel, then type and read commentary 
while the “main” (oral/aural) event took place. Although most users of 
the backchannel were also physically present at the conference, the re¬ 
searchers found that at least two participants joined remotely “to see how 
the conference was going.” This suggests possibilities for potential confer¬ 
ence attendees who are not able, for reasons of impairment, finances, or 
other limitations, to make physical appearances at a conference but who 
would like to participate. McCarthy and boyd found that participants 
used the backchannel for purposes ranging from clarification about events 
taking place at a panel (“whats the name of the question asker again?”) to 
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metadiscussions on content (“can we use his conclusions in non-gaming 
environments?”) to access difficulties (“font on the main screen isn’t large 
enough for the back of the room”). In some cases, as when the font-size 
problem was raised, the issue was addressed immediately. 

Of course, not all persons will be able to attend to oral/aural events 
while also attending to a stream of backchannel information. Indeed, as 
McCarthy and boyd note, many backchannel comments focused on par¬ 
ticipants’ difficulty in dividing their attention: for example, “Crap, I was 
reading this and missed everything he just said.” However, the point of 
flexible design is not to require each individual to attend to every mode si¬ 
multaneously, but to offer a variety of modes that provide support in dif¬ 
ferent ways. Thus, if a participant finds it difficult to focus on information 
that is presented in a long, unbroken, oral/aural stream, the backchannel 
may provide just the metastream that enables him to remain engaged . 14 

McCarthy and boyd report that the backchannel, or more exactly, au¬ 
diences’ use of it, was discomfiting for some presenters: “Several presen¬ 
ters were uncomfortable with so many people attending to their laptops, 
and no way to distinguish those who were engaged in the backchannel 
from those who were using their laptops for tasks unrelated to the pre¬ 
sentation.” (An instructor who has lectured to a roomful of students star¬ 
ing into laptop screens may recognize this feeling.) Yet a world that is 
constantly mediated by digital technologies is not really such an unfamil¬ 
iar space; our beliefs about acceptable behaviors, and especially accept¬ 
able ways of paying attention, shift with time. Consider, for example, the 
fact that it is quite acceptable to use the technologies of pen and paper to 
take notes during conference sessions; indeed, it is almost expected. We 
are accustomed to thinking of this as an appropriate way to divide our at¬ 
tention. But the sight of a person punching keys on her cell phone during 
a panel—despite the fact that this is becoming an increasingly common 
method of note-taking—is often considered the height of rudeness. 

We cannot mandate who pays attention, and how they choose to do 
so, in kairotic professional spaces. What we can do is imagine ways to re¬ 
design those spaces so that they include a greater variety of paths toward 
access. This will sometimes entail uncomfortable shifts. In recent years, I 
have taken to knitting at conferences, since it is an excellent stim activity 
and also allows me to divide my attention in ways that are productive for 
the workings of my mind in particular. If I try to do something verbally 
based during a presentation, I find that my attention does not divide well. 
An ethically designed kairotic professional space assumes that partici- 
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pants are operating within it to the best of their abilities: this is the core 
assumption that underlies true collegiality. Attempts to police others’ at¬ 
tention are both uncollegial and unproductive. And, pragmatically, they 
are doomed to failure. 


Conclusion: Recommendations for Professional Practice 

In this closing section, I offer a number of concrete suggestions for ways to 
change the academic profession that concur with Philip Lewis’s and oth¬ 
ers’ arguments for the benefits of structural collegiality and shared gover¬ 
nance, not only as an ethical project, but as one that will ultimately con¬ 
struct a more workable (I might even say productive) academic culture. 

My suggestions here are meant to be taken in a way similar to the sug¬ 
gestions offered at the close of chapter 2: that is, not as mandates or pre¬ 
cise recipes, but as a range of possible efforts that can offer us a “way to 
move” (Dolmage 24) toward more accessible design of our professional 
practices. Just as classrooms are shaped through factors including peda¬ 
gogical style, class size, discipline, and institutional requirements, so too 
are professional spaces shaped through contextual factors. Restrictions 
upon budget and time are two reasons often cited for the failure of insti¬ 
tutional discourses to change. (Dubrow reports wryly: “Asked what 
would most encourage collegiality, one professor answered succinctly, 
‘Money’” [51].) Another significant limitation may be posed by the re¬ 
quirements of organizations larger than individual schools, including ac¬ 
crediting institutions and legislative measures. However, like the class¬ 
room, an institution’s professional climate is a rhetorical space, and while 
some features of this space may have to remain rigid (for the time being, 
at least), others can flex. I offer these proposals in a spirit of pragmatic 
hopefulness, with attention to the value of dialogue and small changes 
that may accrete into larger ones. To reiterate a point made in regard to 
classrooms, social change begins on Monday morning. 

I. SHIFTING ATTITUDES: FEEDBACK AND LISTENING 

In The Difference that Disability Makes, Rod Michalko points out that 
institutions often take a “minimalist” stance toward access, defining it in 
terms of specific adjustments made for particular individuals who are 
perceived as lacking in some way (128-31). Michalko argues for a shift 
from this particularized view to a broader, spatial and social view—a 
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shift that is the essence of universal design. Accommodation, while help¬ 
ful, is often used to indicate specific measures intended to “fix” specific 
situations for individual “problems.” Access means designing spaces— 
including kairotic professional spaces—in ways that are flexible, multi¬ 
modal, and responsive to feedback. 

I want to highlight this issue of feedback, and argue for a reconceptu¬ 
alization of it that adheres to the principles of universal design. Feedback 
is usually understood as case-specific concerns voiced by individuals. In¬ 
stead, we should consider feedback in a larger sense, as information com¬ 
ing back to us about our practices at diverse times and through diverse 
channels. How many times have you been asked for your “feedback” by 
means of a single sheet of paper, handed out in the last few minutes of a 
conference or workshop? (Full disclosure: as a compositionist, a some¬ 
time administrator, and a believer in process-oriented pedagogies, I have 
distributed more than a few such sheets myself.) But how accessible is 
such a request for feedback, given its brief time frame, its written form, 
and the possible concerns about confidentiality that may result? I don’t 
wish to argue for elimination of this method, or other heavily proscribed 
methods such as online surveys, but rather to point out how limited is the 
scope of what we usually think of as feedback. We must proliferate our 
ways of asking—and listening—for feedback. 

For example, statistics about the presence of “othered” faculty in 
academe can be considered feedback. In “Faculty Diversity: Too Little for 
Too Long,” Cathy A. Trower and Richard P. Chait report that 87 percent 
of full-time faculty in the United States are white, and 64 percent are 
male; only 5 percent of full professors in the United States are “black, 
Hispanic, or Native American”; and the percentage gap between tenured 
men and tenured women has remained the same for thirty years (34). 
Among faculty with disabilities, information is difficult to locate (Ander¬ 
son), but the numbers that can be found are breathtakingly low; one 
study of U.S. law schools reveals that just over 1 percent of their faculty 
were reported as having disabilities (Mikochik, cited in Anderson). 15 
Specific information on faculty with mental disabilities is even more 
scarce. Current research indicates that persons with these kinds of dis¬ 
abilities are among the most likely to be discriminated against in em¬ 
ployment markets generally (Gouvier, Sytsma-Jordan, and Mayville). 
Anecdotally, Peter Beresford remarked in 2004, “As far as I know, I am 
the first person actively involved as a mental health service user to be pro¬ 
moted to professor” (“Including Everyone’s Knowledge”). A few other 
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full professors can be found, including Elyn R. Saks, who has schizo¬ 
phrenia and is a professor in the School of Law at the University of 
Southern California. However, it is undeniable that such positions held 
by mentally disabled persons are few and far between. 

Those of us who do hold tenure-track or tenured positions may rely 
on a strategy of silence in order to protect ourselves. In “Invisible Disor¬ 
der: Passing as an Academic,” Hilary Clark claims that “There is no ill¬ 
ness, except perhaps AIDS, that bears the shame still attached to mental 
illness and that is hidden so well in the academy” (128). Any acknowl¬ 
edgment of disability can be dangerous: in her introduction to the an¬ 
thology Disabled Faculty and Staff in a Disabling Society, editor Mary 
Lee Vance notes that “Several writers nearly backed out of this project 
because they feared the retribution and retaliation they might face as a re¬ 
sult of exposing their situations” and that only thirty-three of the forty 
writers who submitted manuscripts ended up staying with the project (5). 
Thus, can we expect to receive direct “feedback” from persons who are 
already isolated and stigmatized, and who are so vulnerable to losses of 
income and insurance? I’m delighted to give and receive directly voiced 
feedback when I can; however, being queer and mentally disabled myself, 
I can well understand that silence may be the most empowering strategy 
one has available at a given time. Lor this reason we—faculty, adminis¬ 
trators, and public advocates—must understand that feedback comes in 
many forms. The shameful statistics on employment levels of persons 
with mental disabilities, the silence around mental disability in academe, 
and our scarcity in faculty positions generally, are also feedback, if we 
pay attention to them. Here, we might usefully return to Krista Ratcliffe’s 
theory of rhetorical listening. Rhetorical listening moves beyond scenar¬ 
ios of guilt and blame, asking instead that participants in discourse think 
in terms of accountability and collective action. It offers a useful theoret¬ 
ical framework for the actions I propose in this section, for such actions 
must stem from the understanding that “productivity” in academic dis¬ 
course is a shared responsibility, a complex network of differences and 
commonalities, and must accrue to the benefit of diversely situated per¬ 
sons rather than those few in the most powerful positions. 

2. ENACTING ATTITUDES: PRACTICAL MOVES 

Attitude shifts rarely occur in the presence of theory alone; they require 
practice, in both senses of the term. With this point in mind, I want to of- 
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fer some concrete examples of ways to create change. Drawing upon 
Philip Lewis’s notion of “bicollegiality,” I discuss changes that can take 
place on an individual level (“practical collegiality”) as well as on a 
larger, institutional level (“structural collegiality”) (76-79). It is impor¬ 
tant that we not place the onus for a more inclusive academic climate 
only upon individuals’ attitudes and ways of behaving. The exercise of 
power through institutional authority, allocation of money and time, and 
kairotic structures, plays a crucial role. However, we also must recognize 
access as a collective responsibility, and hence as something in which in¬ 
dividual actions do play a role. In their study of “hidden” disabilities at 
a community college (including faculty with anxiety, depression, AD/HD, 
chronic pain, and Asperger’s), Avinger, Croake, and Miller suggest a 
number of ways that colleagues can “be affirming” toward those with 
such disabilities. They may “stand by [a colleague] who is under 
scrutiny,” may offer collective support (for example, in a collaboratively 
composed memo to administration), or may become an “agent for 
change” through supportive committee or policy work (213). 

It is an often-cited truism of academic culture that the infighting is 
fierce because the stakes (at least in terms of money and prestige) are so 
small. However, the less-often cited converse is just as true: a small ges¬ 
ture or a few well-placed words can have enormous impact. Once, at the 
beginning of the fall semester, I was supposed to show up for an orienta¬ 
tion event called “Meet Your Department,” and I happened to be having 
a day of deep fatigue and confusion. Rather than pleading flu, or car 
trouble, or any of the other small lies I regularly use, I told my depart¬ 
ment chair the truth: I was tired and my brain wasn’t working well. 
Without missing a beat, she replied, “You stay home and feel better. I 
need you to teach well next week, so you just rest.” Her basic assumption 
was to trust me, and to believe my judgment about how I would work 
best. That single gesture of trust and respect has resonated through my 
work—not only with her, but in my department generally—ever since. 

Conversations about research can also be sites for the practice of pro¬ 
fessional access. Clark reports that when she explains that her research 
agenda focuses on narratives of mental illness, “I have seen unabashed 
shudders and heard comments such as ‘I wouldn’t go there!’” (128). 
When discussing this project, I have sometimes received similar re¬ 
sponses. However, I have also had positive interactions about my re¬ 
search. For example, in 2008, members of our departmental reading 
group invited me to bring an article pertaining to DS. Our conversation 
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at that gathering inspired interest in Ato Quayson’s Aesthetic Nervous¬ 
ness, which became the focus of a later gathering. On these occasions, my 
colleagues in the Department of English—most of whom are literary 
scholars—put time and effort into learning about my more rhetorically 
focused approach to DS, and also offered their own perspectives from lit¬ 
erary studies. Not incidentally, one of these gatherings included a con¬ 
versation about the supposed link between mental illness and violence. 
My argument that this link was largely mythical was received with some 
discomfort (in my subjective interpretation), but also with genuine inter¬ 
est. I vividly recall how I felt after those two gatherings: anxious and ex¬ 
posed, but also thrilled that my research interests had crept out of my 
office and into a slightly larger conversation. It would not have happened 
if my colleagues had not been skilled rhetorical listeners. 

Intervention in conversations that denigrate or otherwise marginalize 
mental disability is another means of practicing accessibility at an indi¬ 
vidual level. I can think of myriad occasions on which I have practiced 
such interventions; one was the exchange, mentioned above, when my 
colleague mentioned her assumption that mentally ill persons are usually 
threatening or violent. But still more valuable to me have been those oc¬ 
casions on which my nondisabled allies have chosen to speak out, not 
specifically on my behalf, but as part of a more general agenda toward 
social justice. For example, during a seminar I once attended, the topic 
was disability studies, and one participant began discussing research that 
had been conducted on the question of—if I recall correctly—whether 
sharks have consciousness. After a few minutes of this dialogue, one of 
the seminar leaders spoke up and noted that, in his experience, scholarly 
conversations about disabled persons seemed often to gravitate to the 
subject of animals. Without lecturing, and speaking from his own expe¬ 
rience, he reminded us of the long and destructive history of comparisons 
between disabled persons and animals. This is an aspect of rhetorical lis¬ 
tening that Ratcliffe calls interruption: in this case, speaking as an ally to 
intervene in cultural structures and practices (75). I was grateful for his 
intervention, and for the calm way he guided us in a different direction. I 
was especially grateful that it had not fallen to me (as “the disability per¬ 
son”) to make this point, which I certainly would not have accomplished 
so gracefully. 

A key question in working toward accessible forms of feedback is 
“What do you need [as a learner]?” This question is very different from 
the apparently similar “Is there anything I can do?” The latter, a yes/no 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


134 


Mad at School 


question, focuses on individual remediation; the former, an open-ended 
question, focuses on the situation. Keeping it at the forefront of our 
daily exchanges reminds us that what one person prefers may not be an¬ 
other’s preference; in other words, there is no “one size fits all” for ac¬ 
cess. For example, I detest telephone interviews (in fact, I detest using 
the phone in general, unless I am text-messaging), because of the lack of 
contextual visual information. However, Brenda J. Lightfoot, who 
identifies as having a “vision impairment” (97), notes, “I have always 
felt more comfortable in phone interviews than in-person interviews. 
Perhaps this is because I am not distracted by sights or extraneous out¬ 
side noises, or because I don’t have to wonder what my interviewer(s) 
think of my appearance” (99). What do you need? is an important part 
of the micropractice of accessibility. 

3. ENACTING ATTITUDES: STRUCTURAL MOVES 

At least as important as these microlevel and individual efforts is the 
other side of Lewis’s “bicollegiality”: the structural. Attitudes are ex¬ 
pressed not only in personal conversations, but in the infrastructure of 
kairotic spaces and especially the allocation of resources. It is difficult to 
make concrete suggestions for structural alterations to kairotic spaces, 
because the project is so enormous: DS truly is trying, as Harlan Hahn 
once remarked, “to change the world” (Vital Signs). Again, however, I 
am a pragmatist. I’ve worked as an administrator, I’ve written budgets 
and argued for funding, I’ve learned to celebrate limited successes and to 
let certain battles go. Thus, my desire here is to offer workable steps that 
may form the beginning of a new way to move, with the understanding 
that this is only the beginning. 16 

Let’s start with the job search. Sara F. Rose suggests that, if profes¬ 
sional organizations conduct interviews at a large central conference, 
perhaps those organizations could establish a few accessible hotel suites 
for interviewees or interviewers who wish to use them. I imagine that 
such suites would be not only wheelchair-accessible, but could also in¬ 
clude nonfluorescent lighting, a fragrance-free environment, and a quiet 
location. Importantly, the location of such suites should also be stable: in¬ 
stead of shuttling between spaces that are separated by blocks or even 
miles, disabled candidates could learn the location of the accessible suite 
once, and return to it repeatedly. A corresponding measure could be the 
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establishment of a “retreat room” for candidates, providing quiet, food 
and water, an attendant to help navigate, and a place to lie down if nec¬ 
essary. For on-campus interviews, committees should discuss scheduling 
with each candidate, asking about kairotic considerations such as time 
between events. Again, the question “What do you need?” can be a help¬ 
ful touchstone. This question is not a magic solution; disclosure is, as dis¬ 
cussed earlier, a complex and highly contextual enterprise. However, sim¬ 
ply raising the question indicates a committee’s awareness that 
interviewing is not a “one size fits all” project, but a rhetorical enterprise 
that must be as responsive as possible to feedback. 

On the job, we must consider ways that our definitions of “produc¬ 
tivity” might proliferate. Heather Dubrow’s discussion of collegiality 
makes clear that a collegial climate is one that reconsiders “productivity” 
itself: 

To foster collegiality, both institutions and departments in them 
could profitably rethink their reward systems, an issue recently 
studied by the ML A Task Force on Evaluating Scholarship for 
Tenure and Promotion. Witness the privileging of the single-au¬ 
thored monograph at the expense of types of writing that involve 
collaboration in their production or application (coauthoring 
scholarly articles, editing collections, translating someone else’s 
writing). (57) 

The report to which Dubrow refers, published in Profession 2007, rec¬ 
ommends “a more capacious conception of scholarship,” including 
greater attention to new media, collaborative projects, book reviews, and 
possible reconception of the doctoral dissertation as “monograph in 
progress” (63-64). Such proliferation is welcome, and in fact is already 
occurring in many locations. For example, many humanities departments 
have added “or the equivalent” to the conventional tenure requirement 
of the book-length monograph, and in some cases specify what that 
“equivalent” would mean in terms of alternative scholarship; in addition, 
many institutions accept peer-reviewed online publications as equivalent 
to print publications. Some faculty have gone further, calling for recogni¬ 
tion of the scholarly activities inherent in teaching and service work 
(Gouge, Brady, and Singh-Corcoran; Long). 

Despite these changes, one conventional tenet of “work” as a faculty 
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member, as defined by the MLA task force, remains stable: “Scholarship, 
teaching, and service should be the three criteria for tenure” (63; empha¬ 
sis added). I want to question the dominance of this triad. Is it indeed nec¬ 
essary that every faculty member excel in all three areas? In practical 
terms, the answer is no: a large percentage of faculty working in higher ed¬ 
ucation today occupy roles that are predominantly teaching- or service- 
oriented. And a smaller percentage occupy roles (of notably higher pres¬ 
tige and remuneration) that are predominantly research-oriented. 17 In 
fact, the idea that a teacher in higher education should also do “research,” 
or “work that discovers new information,” arose fairly recently in histor¬ 
ical terms—in the United States, during the early twentieth century 
(Rhode 31-32). Yet we continue to think of the prototypical faculty mem¬ 
ber as a three-trick pony, equally skilled in research, teaching, and service. 

Michael Murphy, envisioning an alternate professoriate within the 
field of rhetoric and composition, offers another view. While emphasizing 
that so-called part-time positions should not continue in their present 
lower-status and lower-income states, he suggests that nevertheless we 
should recognize that there is “something strangely healthy” (16) about 
the adjunct phenomenon: 

[Part-time] teaching doesn’t have to be either simple or accommo- 
dationist, as it many have assumed—that academia’s potential for 
doing critical intellectual work and even for exerting an ameliora¬ 
tive influence on the culture around it may not depend absolutely 
on the preservation (or, perhaps, restoration ) of the traditional 
professoriate. In fact, given the pressures now being exerted on 
academia, it may well be only by recognizing, legitimating, and ac¬ 
tively cultivating the contributions of “instructors” with viable ca¬ 
reer tracks and legitimate identities that the possibility of such crit¬ 
ical intellectual influence can be saved. (17) 

The “but” in Murphy’s argument—that such positions cannot hope to 
serve the goal he envisions if they continue to exist in their current low- 
status and low-pay positions—is the rub. Murphy does not discuss health 
insurance, but for faculty with disabilities, this can be a deal-breaker: if 
an instructorship offers intermittent or no health insurance, while a 
tenure-track professorship offers stable health insurance, there is no 
choice. (That has certainly been true in my own career as an adjunct, then 
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tenure-track, faculty member.) Yet, as Murphy points out, many institu¬ 
tions, including UCLA, Georgia State, CUNY, and American University, 
have already established faculty positions in “security of employment” 
tracks (37)—many of which provide insurance and long-term assurance 
of employment. 

Unfortunately, in the larger scheme of things, separate is rarely equal. 
A key structural shift that would benefit not only faculty with mental dis¬ 
abilities, but all faculty (except perhaps those few in the positions of 
greatest power and prestige) would be a radical reconfiguration of the re¬ 
search-teaching-service triad, with a proliferation of differently struc¬ 
tured positions according to need, ability, and desire. 

Structural access must be practiced by professional organizations as 
well as schools, and an important site for such changes will be the pro¬ 
fessional conference. As suggested earlier in this chapter, we might recon¬ 
ceptualize “the conference” in ways that diffuse its expense, its stress, 
and its emphasis on fleshly presence in kairotic space (not to mention its 
carbon footprint) in various ways, including use of digital media. As¬ 
suming that the large national conference persists, however—as I expect 
it will, at least in the foreseeable future—various interim measures, some 
quite simple and inexpensive, can be taken. For example, policy docu¬ 
ments can be refigured so that they are more accessible for all partici¬ 
pants, and so that they place the onus of accessibility on all members of 
the organization rather than those who self-identify as disabled (Price, 
“Imagining Access”). Other measures might involve material practices at 
the conferences themselves. For instance, Autreat, the annual conference 
run by Autism Network International, uses a system of color-coding on 
conference badges to indicate each person’s preference regarding level of 
face-to-face interaction (Robertson and Ne’eman). If this sounds esoteric 
or unworkable, consider an accommodation that many societies have al¬ 
ready incorporated: the “newcomer” badge. While wearing a “new¬ 
comer” badge, a conference participant can access additional support 
spaces, as well as (hopefully) expect smiles, greetings, and offers of help 
from more seasoned participants. This example points out the intersec¬ 
tion of individual and structural dimensions of access: if a conference is a 
generally exclusionary or hierarchically organized professional society, 
the newcomer badge will have little meaning, or could even have a nega¬ 
tive effect. Friendly greetings cannot be mandated, but are a form of 
rhetorical listening at a small (and often highly persuasive) level. 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


138 Mad at School 


4. SYNERGY BETWEEN THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE STRUCTURAL: 
MENTORING 

Although this section has separated individual and structural shifts in an 
effort to make the recommendations more useful for diverse practition¬ 
ers, such shifts must occur in synergy, and will have mutually reinforcing 
effects. A practice that merits particular attention because it manifests 
this synergy between micro- and macroshifts is mentoring. The conven¬ 
tional view of mentoring is that of a more experienced faculty member 
guiding a person at a lower level of experience and status (e.g., an un¬ 
tenured faculty member or graduate student). Peer mentoring, which 
takes place between persons at similar levels, has also been gaining in 
popularity for at least twenty years. However, both models have proved 
problematic, according to Holly Angelique, Ken Kyle, and Ed Taylor, in 
part because “opportunities for faculty from marginalized groups to find 
likeminded colleagues can be quite limited” and because the competitive 
culture of academe can inhibit faculty members’ desire to work in others’ 
best interests (196). Moreover, mentoring can become more a process of 
assimilation than development, so that its outcome becomes “recycling 
the dominant power within workplace relationships” (198). In response 
to these limitations, Angelique, Kyle, and Taylor propose an alternative 
system called “musing”: 

Framed within a radical humanist philosophy, musing is a process 
of creating peer communities that facilitates connections between 
naturally developing relationships, shared power, and collective 
action. Through mentoring as musing new faculty have the poten¬ 
tial to evolve as change agents in the institution, instead of assimi¬ 
lating into the existing system. (196) 

To support their argument, Angelique, Kyle, and Taylor describe the evo¬ 
lution of Penn State Harrisburg’s New Scholars Network (NSN), which 
operates as a collective that both provides internal support for its mem¬ 
bers and also functions as a base from which to “take risks and negotiate 
the power structure of the university” (206). This sort of collective action 
is in some ways similar to union organizing, which is commonly prac¬ 
ticed by graduate students, tenure-track faculty, and occasionally adjunct 
faculty at various schools. Unlike union organizing, however, “musing” 
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as described by Angelique, Kyle, and Taylor occurs on a small scale, and 
includes academic and social support as central to its mission. 

Although “musing” is an important alternative to conventional 
dyadic mentoring, I argue that dyadic and triadic structures should be re¬ 
tained as well, because universal design is achieved not through a “new, 
best” way but by offering flexibility and a proliferation of possible ways. 
The danger to avoid is finding oneself either without mentors at all, or 
stuck in a dyadic relationship that is not mutually beneficial; in other 
words, as Linn Van Dyne points out, an element of “reciprocal selection” 
must be a part of the establishment of mentoring relationships (162). But 
how shall a faculty member with a highly stigmatized and perhaps non- 
apparent disability go about finding a “like-minded” colleague? In other 
words, when one’s professional survival may depend upon “passing,” 
how can this process of reciprocal selection proceed? 

One possibility is to rethink what can be meant by “like-mindedness.” 
Certainly it may be helpful to “cultivate comrades in madness, friends 
who know mania and depression firsthand” (Scott 202). However, col¬ 
leagues in diverse positions may prove valuable mentors as well. I have 
very few mentors with mental disabilities, but among my most helpful 
mentors have been persons with interests in disability studies, minority 
politics, and social justice; who have family members with mental dis¬ 
abilities; or who simply have a genuine interest in learning about my po¬ 
sition, sharing their perspective, and offering guidance and support based 
on both what they know and what they learn. In other words, “like- 
mindedness” may stem from a variety of stances, and is not especially 
predictable. For this reason, mentoring structures must follow principles 
of universal design. In addition to factors such as rank and discipline, 
mentor-mentee combinations should be responsive to ways of learning, 
social styles, and communication preferences. Mentoring systems should 
also include provisions for feedback and review: although formal men¬ 
toring relationships are usually established in a one-time, information- 
poor decision framework, this approach should be revised toward a more 
recursive process, so that neither mentor nor mentee is locked into a re¬ 
lationship that may not be mutually beneficial. 

The rather idealistic arrangement that I am describing cannot reliably 
take place in an environment that is not already making shifts on both in¬ 
dividual and structural levels toward greater accessibility. Overall, we 
need the ethos of academic discourse to change. The present ethos pre- 
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sumes that academic discourse is an individualistic, competitive, and ag¬ 
onistic enterprise. We must shift in ways that make more room for col¬ 
laboration, mutual recognition, and rhetorical listening. For those who 
now feel that I am describing an encounter group rather than a profes¬ 
sional practice, I will add that we don’t have to eliminate disagreement, 
agonistic exchange, and competition from academic discourse. The atti¬ 
tude shift I am describing is similar to what Cornell Thomas and Douglas 
J. Simpson call “radical tolerance”: 

Pseudo-tolerance, or tolerance that is based upon the fallacious 
idea we must abandon any strongly valued difference, is unlikely 
to lead to cultural, ethnic, religious, and sexual inclusivism. Such 
shortsightedness will result, not in equal respect of persons, social 
justice, community concern, political freedoms, and substantive 
distinctions, but in the resurrection of the out-dated and inade¬ 
quate concept of the cultural and educational “melting pot” and 
the creation of an environment in which covert and overt ways of 
eliminating cultural, ethnic, religious and other differences are em¬ 
ployed. What is called for instead is radical tolerance—tolerance 
that creates a “cultural gumbo,” in which every ingredient retains 
its distinct flavor while becoming part of the collective. (4) 

As I argued in the previous chapter, and as Thomas and Simpson affirm, 
this aim is not a simplistic bumper-sticker approach (“Celebrate Diver¬ 
sity!”). It is fraught with complication and demands ongoing dialogue 
and revision. 

Mental disability as an abstract concept props up much of academic 
discourse. Faculty are “nutty professors,” we are “eccentric” or “odd”; 
according to the often-repeated bromide about academic culture, “the in¬ 
mates are running the asylum.” And, apparently paradoxically, academic 
discourse also presumes the necessity of a “sound” and “agile” mind in 
order to maintain collegiality and productivity. The abhorrence of men¬ 
tal disability is usually practiced in ways that are hard to notice unless 
one is already attuned to this issue. We must stop assuming that the ex¬ 
isting infrastructure is the sine qua non of academic discourse, and in¬ 
stead recognize ways that it can be redesigned for the benefit of all. 
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CHAPTER 4 


Assaults on the Ivory Tower 

Representations of Madness in the Discourse of 
U.S. School Shootings 


In the liberal view, violence occurs at the very limit of the social 
order, where it displays the fragility of meaning, identity, and 
value; and the “progress” of modern society can be measured in 
the successful substitution of persuasion and consent for violence 
and force. But this view draws attention away from the fact that 
violence also (and increasingly) arises from within the authority 
of existing social, political, and economic arrangements and 
serves quite effectively to reinforce their legitimacy. 

—Lynn Worsham, 

“Going Postal: Pedagogic Violence and the Schooling of Emotion” 


In 2007 and 2008, two mass shootings occurred on two U.S. college cam¬ 
puses, Virginia Polytechnic Institute (Virginia Tech) and Northern Illinois 
University (NIU). 1 The shooter at Virginia Tech was a twenty-three-year- 
old undergraduate English major named Seung-Hui Cho; the shooter at 
Northern Illinois was a twenty-seven-year-old graduate student in sociol¬ 
ogy named Steven Kazmierczak. At Virginia Tech, Cho killed thirty-two 
people and wounded twenty-three; at NIU, Kazmierczak killed six and 
wounded eighteen. Both shooters killed themselves. The extreme nature 
of these events, the fact that both killers were university students who 
committed their crimes on campus, and the fact that both completed aca¬ 
demic writings that appear to have bearing on the crimes, have brought 
forth a new onslaught of opinions about the relationship between mental 
disability, violence, and academe. 2 

My concern in this chapter is the way that these two events, and es¬ 
pecially the shooters, have been portrayed in written and visual represen- 
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tations. However, before I proceed, I need to include a note about the 
painful nature of this material. I am not involved directly with either 
school or the persons who were affected by the events; I am not part of 
“the inaudible knowledge inherent to everyday life on campus” (Nickel 
159). In my efforts to shape a discussion that is both useful and sensitive, 
I have been guided by Kathleen W. Jones’s highly personal and intelligent 
account, “The Thirty-third Victim.” Jones, a faculty member at Virginia 
Tech, writes that “the memories are still incredibly raw” (78), and makes 
a plea that we remember Seung-Hui Cho as an individual who commit¬ 
ted suicide, amidst all the public constructions of the shootings on April 
16, 2007. My own construction is not an analysis of either shooter as an 
individual, nor is it an indictment of the members of the Virginia Tech 
and NIU communities. Rather, this chapter focuses on the ways that ac¬ 
counts of Cho and Kazmierczak inflect public myths about mental dis¬ 
ability, race, class, nationality, and gender, as well as myths about the 
proper functioning of higher education itself. 

I am acutely aware that such analysis may seem beside the point for 
those with a more personal stake in either shooting—or could even seem 
like an apologia for two men who committed murder and injured or trau¬ 
matized countless people. My own status as a survivor of trauma has 
made me, if anything, more aware of the possibility that what I am now 
writing may be, in the colloquial term, “triggery.” My intention in this 
chapter is not to pass judgment on either Cho or Kazmierczak, nor to 
“heal” or further distress victims and survivors. Nor is it to pass judg¬ 
ment on any particular writer about the events. Rather, it is to critique 
the rhetorical structure through which news of each shooting unfolded, 
and to demonstrate the ways that prevailing myths about mental disabil¬ 
ity and violence shore up an ongoing structural violence in American so¬ 
ciety. As I wrote this chapter, I kept coming back to the statement made 
by one of Cho’s professors: “All our hearts are broken” (Falco). I believe 
that analysis can incorporate heartbreak, can even help show ways to 
move through heartbreak; that is why I have written what you read here. 

I begin, then, with the words—the explosion of words that emerged 
following each shooting, and what I think those words might teach us. 

The coverage that followed the events ranged from sober Wall Street 
Journal accounts to lurid Esquire articles to online blogs and bulletin 
boards. Much of it focused on the killers themselves: what they looked 
like, talked like, what they wrote, what medications they took (or refused 
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to take), whom they dated, what their parents’ professions are, what 
sorts of weapons they used and how they acquired them—on and on and 
on. I argue that such representations function as case studies of the 
killers, and as records of mental pathology escalating “inevitably” to¬ 
ward extreme violence. Each killer is relentlessly individuated, and the 
tiniest details of his life taken apart and reconstructed in a narrative 
aimed to show that he was a “time bomb that sputtered for years before 
he went off” (“Framing”). Through these representations, Cho and 
Kazmierczak are diagnosed with a host of disorders, and the disorders 
taken as evidence of the progression of each man’s life toward its violent 
conclusion. 3 

One of the most detailed (and gruesome) case studies is David Vann’s 
thirteen-page article in the August 2008 issue of Esquire, titled “Portrait 
of the School Shooter as a Young Man.” To introduce this article, editor 
David Granger writes that Vann’s story “begins to answer the one ques¬ 
tion we have to ask before we get to why: Who?” (16). It would seem that 
most writers who have discussed the events agree with Vann and 
Granger. In fact, it appears that who doesn’t just come before why, but is 
posited as the key to learning why. 

In the days immediately following each event, details of the shooters’ 
lives were dug up and reported pell-mell, as fast as the news wires could 
collect and distribute them. Headlines 4 shouted: 

“Before Deadly Rage, a Life Consumed by Troubling Silence” 
(Kleinfield) 

“From Disturbed High Schooler to College Killer” (Golden) 

“Inside Cho’s Mind” (T. Moran) 

“Bright Daughter, Brooding Son: Enigma in the Cho Household” 
(Kang, Drogin, and Fiore) 

“Steve Kazmierczak: The Secret Life” (Fast) 

“Who Was the Illinois School Shooter?” (Friedman) 

“Portrait of a Killer” (Guardian) 

Headlines like these (I have selected just a few from dozens of choices) 
portray Cho and Kazmierczak as individuals whose “secret lives” must 
contain the details that explain their violent acts. Such representations do 
not merely reflect, but also help construct, prevalent beliefs about mental 
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disability, violent behavior, and academe. They locate madness within the 
individual killers, marking the “crazy,” “troubled” aspects of their per¬ 
sonalities, and hence reify “our” (the putatively normal readers and cre¬ 
ators of such representations) status as normates. 

Underlying this approach are several intertwined assumptions: that 
madness is a defect of the individual, that it is “strangely twinned with 
crime” (Foucault, Madness 228), and that it must be cured or contained. 
Peter Beresford eloquently explains how these myths intertwine: 

[A] powerful medical psychiatric tradition has for more than a 
century now shaped attitudes, responses and understandings to¬ 
wards mental health service users. It has framed us as pathological, 
as defective, as problems, as unpredictable. It has focused atten¬ 
tion on us as individuals; that something is wrong with us and 
sometimes suggested that what’s wrong will always be there and 
all that can be done is contain it and us—whether in institutions or 
by drugs. . . . 

Psychiatry has helped us become confused about what bad and 
mad mean. Increasingly when some terrible crime is committed, 
there is some awful act of violence, abuse or assault, then we are en¬ 
couraged to feel the person must be mad to do such a thing. . . . 
While psychiatry may say it cannot treat the people so identified, it 
will be happy to attach labels to them. So they are included as men¬ 
tally ill and increasingly shape public and personal understandings 
of madness and distress and couple it more and more closely with 
crime, violence and threat. (“Violence and Psychiatry”) 

Both Cho and Kazmierczak were mental health service users. My concern 
is not to argue whether or not they ivere mentally ill; they certainly were la¬ 
beled as such by various doctors and institutions, and based on the infor¬ 
mation available, both were in great distress. Rather, I want to look at how 
madness is constructed in the representations of Cho and Kazmierczak that 
appeared in various media, including mainstream news, academic dis¬ 
course, online blogs and discussion groups, and government reports. 

In these representations, madness is generally assumed to be the 
cause of the shooters’ actions. My rereading makes an alternative argu¬ 
ment: that in fact, madness operates in the representations as a mecha¬ 
nism through which the shooters are placed in a space of unrecoverable 
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deviance. This move enables such accounts to separate Cho and 
Kazmierczak—and by extension, madness itself—from everyone else. 
By individuating the shooters and detailing every nuance of their “odd” 
or “disturbed” behavior, these representations reify the belief that mad¬ 
ness and sanity are two extremely separate spaces—one dangerous, one 
safe. As Richard Miller puts it, they assure readers that the shooter 
“wasn’t anything like anyone we’ve ever known or been” (“Fear Fac¬ 
tor”). To extend the metaphor of academe as an ivory tower, these rep¬ 
resentations attempt to form a moat that both defines and tries to pro¬ 
tect academe as a sanctuary of reason. The moat separates the 
“normal,” noncrazy people, from the crazies, who are “time bombs.” 
Shoring up the moat are not only the endless case studies of Cho and 
Kazmierczak, but also the many descriptions of U.S. campuses as being 
“under siege,” or the objects of “campus terrorism,” as well as the 
widespread policies that have emerged to ensure “preparedness” for 
such disasters. Perhaps most significantly for a DS reading of these 
events, the wave of shootings in schools across the United States is fre¬ 
quently called an “epidemic .” 5 

While all this energy goes to digging the moat around the tower, what 
gets lost is the social in psychosocial. To what extent should it matter that 
any given student’s chance of being shot on campus is infinitesimal? Amid 
all these calls for “public safety,” are we thinking about the systemic vio¬ 
lence done by schools and service agencies to students who exhibit dif¬ 
ferences of all kinds, including not only mental, but racial and class dif¬ 
ferences? Might we consider links between this so-called war on our 
campuses and the fact that persons fighting the United States’s literal 
wars are developing depression, anxiety, and PTSD while being denied 
adequate care? As Miller asks in his discerning essay “The Fear Factor”: 
“Are these the details that should most concern us at this time?” 


“From the Beginning”: Case Study and Individuation 

About a week after Seung-Hui Cho killed thirty-two persons and himself 
at Virginia Tech, the New York Times ran an article that began: 

From the beginning, he did not talk. Not to other children, not to 
his own family. Everyone saw this. In Seoul, South Korea, where 
Seung-FIui Cho grew up, his mother agonized over his sullen, 
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brooding behavior and empty face. Talk, she just wanted him to 
talk. . . . Interviews with investigators, relatives, classmates and 
teachers offer inklings of how he progressed from silence to mur¬ 
derous rage. (Kleinfield) 

The article continues in this dramatic style through Cho’s childhood in 
Seoul, move to the United States, experiences in grade school and high 
school, and matriculation at Virginia Tech. The story culminates on April 
16, slowing to a minute level of detail: “[On Monday morning] Mr. Cho 
dabbed moisturizer on his eyes and slid in contact lenses. He brushed his 
teeth.” It closes with a passage describing the letter and video Cho had 
sent to NBC: “In death, Seung-Hui Cho finally spoke.” This article is one 
of many that attempt to reconstruct Cho’s entire life, from birth onward, 
in an effort to attach some rational cause to the killings. These stories 
function like medical case studies in several ways: they focus on pathol¬ 
ogy and deviance; they locate pathology within the individual; and they 
assume that violent behavior can be explained by examining the individ¬ 
ual’s deviance from childhood. Their choices of language and style create 
an overdetermined narrative of madness leading inexorably to a violent 
explosion. In doing so, they reify the myth that madness leads to vio¬ 
lence, as well as the myth that academe is a madness-free zone that 
should be protected from the dangerous incursions of insanity. 

An important strategy used in these case studies is juxtaposition, the 
placing of pieces of information side by side to imply a connection. This 
strategy is especially prevalent in early writings about the shooters. Here 
is an example from a profile written about Kazmierczak, released the day 
after the shootings at NIU: 

Stephen [sic] Kazmierczak, the 27-year-old who opened fire on a 
crowded Northern Illinois University lecture hall, killing five, and 
then himself on Thursday, was discharged from the United States 
Army in February 2002 for unknown reasons, ABC News has 
learned. 

Kazmierczak enlisted in September 2001, and was separated be¬ 
fore he completed basic training, a defense official told ABC News. 

Reasons for his separation include not revealing a condition 
during initial screening, or not adapting to military life. 

The Privacy Act forbids the Army from characterizing the rea¬ 
son for Kazmierczak’s discharge. 
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Kazmierczak had most recently been studying mental health is¬ 
sues at the University of Illinois, and had taken a job at a prison, 

according to his academic advisor. (Friedman) 

Without including explicit connections between the paragraphs, this arti¬ 
cle moves across five points: first, the shooting; second, Kazmierczak’s 
separation from the army; third, the possible reasons for separation, 
which include “not revealing a condition during initial screening, or not 
adapting”; fourth, Kazmierczak’s interest in “mental health issues” as a 
topic of study; and fifth, his employment at a prison. The paragraph 
breaks separate these pieces of information, but also imply that they con¬ 
stitute a logical, even causal progression. Perhaps as a means of reinforc¬ 
ing the connections the reader is asked to make, some of the same juxta¬ 
positions appear in telegraphic form in the article’s subheadline: 
“Kazmierczak, 27, Killer of 5 Students, Studied Mental Health Issues, 
Worked at Prison.” 

In “Media Depictions of Mental Illness: An Analysis of the Use of 
Dangerousness,” Ruth Allen and Raymond G. Nairn argue that such 
omissions invite the reader to “supply the missing elements, explicitly be¬ 
coming a co-creator of the text and its meaning” (379). Moreover, media 
accounts generally do not leave the reader much flexibility in how to fill 
in those missing elements; rather, “the reader is compelled to draw on ex¬ 
isting stereotypic knowledge to explain the behaviour and, in so doing, to 
confirm the relevance and adequacy of that knowledge” (379). We can 
observe this strategy at work in Friedman’s article as it juxtaposes 
Kazmierczak’s choice to shoot people, his separation from the military, 
his association with prisons, and his interest in mental illness. As Allen 
and Nairn emphasize, the strategy of juxtaposition and omission does 
not merely invite the reader to draw certain conclusions; it also impli¬ 
cates the reader in those conclusions, so that the reader becomes a cocre¬ 
ator of the association between violence and mental illness. 

An interesting feature of Friedman’s article about Kazmierczak, and 
other early writings about him, is that they appear a bit confused by the 
glowing testimonials he received from friends and teachers. Not worthy 
of appearing in the headline, but included in Friedman’s article, is a quo¬ 
tation from one of his professors, Jan Carter-Black, who said that 
Kazmierczak was “a very committed student, extremely respectful of 
me.” Despite this comment, the overdetermined role of Kazmierczak’s 
deviance in Friedman’s article is clear. Immediately after Carter-Black’s 
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positive comments, and a note that he had received a dean’s award, 
comes the information that he “was a co-author of an essay entitled ‘Self- 
Injury in Correctional Settings: “Pathology” of Prisons or Prisoners.’” 
This is followed, improbably, by a quotation from an unnamed “music 
site message board,” on which an unnamed commenter referred to 
Kazmierczak as “mental.” Another article, published by CNN.com, even 
seems to gloat at Carter-Black’s realization that her highly regarded stu¬ 
dent had committed murder: having published the same statement, that 
she knew Kazmierczak as “extremely respectful,” CNN adds a video link 
that reads, “Watch Carter-Black deal with painful news” (“University 
Shooter”). By inviting us to view this supposedly pivotal moment, CNN 
frames it as a revelation, as though the scales had dropped from the 
teacher’s eyes: Kazmierczak was crazy all along. A few days later, more 
damning evidence was found: Kazmierczak had been taking a “cocktail 
of 3 drugs” for anxiety and depression (Boudreau and Zamost). The use 
of the term cocktail implies a sense of the illicit, although the three drugs 
in question—Prozac, Ambien, and Xanax—are routinely prescribed to¬ 
gether. Still, even before the “cocktail” revelation, the case studies had la¬ 
beled him mentally ill by association. 

In the case studies of Cho, evidence of his status as a “nutter” 
(Goldsworthy) was easier to obtain. Just two days after the shootings at 
Virginia Tech, CNN published an article headlined “Professor: Shooter’s 
Writing Dripped with Anger.” Like the articles about Kazmierczak, this 
article uses juxtaposition to encourage the reader to construct a narrative 
about a deviant individual who eventually exploded into violence due to 
his mental illness: 

A year and a half before Cho Seung-Hui went on a deadly shoot¬ 
ing spree on the campus of Virginia Tech, a professor was so con¬ 
cerned about his anger that she took him out of another teacher’s 
creative writing class and taught him one-on-one. 

The former chairwoman of Virginia Tech’s English department, 
Lucinda Roy, said the anger Cho expressed was palpable if not ex¬ 
plicit. 

Cho, an English major, never wrote about guns or killing 
people, she said. But his writing was disturbing enough that she 
went to police and other university officials to seek help. (Watch 
the professor tell how her student frightened her [video link].) 
(“Professor”) 
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Little evidence appears in this article to explain what made Cho’s anger 
“palpable,” although later the writings are described by a student as 
“very graphic” and “extremely disturbing,” and a link to the full text of 
Cho’s plays is provided. As with the case studies of Kazmierczak, the aim 
of the juxtapositions is to explain Cho’s actions in terms of his mental 
pathology. “He left students and professors alike unnerved in his pres¬ 
ence,” the article reports, and had been urged to “go to counseling” be¬ 
cause of what a fellow student called the “twisted” nature of his writing 
(“Professor”). 

The interstices between these juxtaposed pieces of information en¬ 
courage the reader to draw stereotypical conclusions about madness, 
violence, and academic discourses. The narrative goes something like 
this: Each young man had a history of association with mental illness. 
Eventually he committed horribly violent acts. His reported mental ill¬ 
ness was a contributing factor in his violent behavior. His previous 
writings provide evidence: in Cho’s case because these writings were 
“twisted,” and in Kazmierczak’s, because they addressed the topic of 
mental illness. Cho’s “sullen” and “unnerving” presence is taken as ev¬ 
idence of his life’s progression toward violence, while Kazmierczak’s 
image as a “committed” and “respectful” student is framed as having 
been only a mirage, whose dissolution should be dramatized by a video 
of his teacher “dealing] with the painful news.” Each man is presumed 
to have been a “time bomb that sputtered for years before he went off” 
(“Framing”). 


Marking Deviance 

Although mental disability is the primary form of deviance marked in the 
case studies of Kazmierczak and Cho, it’s important to note that these 
writings also stigmatize other aspects of the men’s lives, including race, 
class, religion, and even body size. In his portrait of Kazmierczak, theatri¬ 
cally written in present tense, Vann sketches Kazmierczak’s childhood: 

Steve grew up watching horror movies with his mother. Fleshy, 
enormous, laid out beside him on the couch. Middle of the day, 
and all shades are drawn. Dark. She’s protective, doesn’t want 
Steve to go outside. Won’t let him play much with other children. 
She’s not mentally right, according to Steve’s godfather, but what 
can he do? A family feud. 
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Horror movies and the Bible, those are what animate this living 
room, those are Steve’s inheritance. A close fit, the plagues, the tor¬ 
tures of Job. God’s sadistic games, teaching his flock to appreciate 
the value and meaning of their lives. The flesh of no consequence. 
Late night, his mother can’t sleep. An insomniac with anxiety 
problems. A history of depression on his father’s side, Steve’s 
grandfather an alcoholic. So they continue on, still watching. (116) 

Horror movies, fatness, darkness, mental disability, apocalyptic religious 
beliefs, alcoholism: all these crowd together in Vann’s terse sentences to 
form a collage of stereotypical deviance. This marking continues 
throughout Vann’s article: Steve built pipe bombs, Steve looked at 
“porno” (117), he got a tattoo, he dressed as Jigsaw from the Saw movies 
for Halloween. While the primary emphasis remains Kazmierczak’s men¬ 
tal disabilities—every trip to a group home or psychiatric ward is docu¬ 
mented, along with medication shifts and suicide attempts—these other 
marks of deviance are used to further stigmatize the madman at the 
story’s center. 6 

In my review of writings about the Northern Illinois shootings, I did 
not come across a single reference to Kazmierczak’s whiteness. This is un¬ 
surprising: although most school shooters are white males, the factor of 
whiteness in these incidents is “continuously masked and divorced from 
any sense of responsibility” (Brandzel and Desai 69), and no one ponders 
the stigmatizing effect of this fact on white males in general, although 
there is considerable hand-wringing about what is wrong with “our 
youth,” with both “us” and “youth” implicitly marked as white. 7 In 
1999, shortly after the Columbine shootings, Orlando Patterson asked 
why the actions of white youths Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold had 
touched off “an orgy of national soul-searching,” while crimes commit¬ 
ted by young African American or Latino men inspired no such reflec¬ 
tion. Astutely, Patterson argues that what is really at stake in such orgies 
and omissions is the popular notion of what constitutes normality: 

What is at issue here is the principle of infrangibility: our concep¬ 
tion of normalcy and of what groups constitute our social body— 
those from whom we cannot be separated without losing our iden¬ 
tity, so that their achievements become our own and their 
pathologies our failures. 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


Assaults on the Ivory Tower 151 


As Patterson’s argument suggests, the deepest fear engendered by the 
news of sudden, apparently senseless murders committed by supposedly 
“normal” persons is not that we, the watching and listening public 
(again, implicitly marked as white), will be directly threatened. Rather, 
our deepest fear is that their actions challenge our constructed notions of 
normality itself. Accordingly, we search for markers of deviance that will 
separate the killers from “us.” 

Patterson’s remarks were prescient, which becomes sadly apparent in 
the case studies of Cho, which extensively mark his race, ethnicity, immi¬ 
gration status, and class. He is called an “Asian immigrant” (Kang, Dro- 
gin, and Fiore), a “resident alien” (“Professor”) who “had a green card” 
(“Source”). Often such racial or national markings mix with class mark¬ 
ings, as in this article from the Los Angeles Times: 

The three-story beige town house on Truitt Farm Drive stands as 
the Cho family’s symbol of middle-class success, precisely what 
they were searching for when they left a dank basement apartment 
and a life of struggle in South Korea. . . . 

Asian immigrants tend to emphasize education and success, 
and by all accounts, the Chos were no exception. (Kang, Drogin, 
and Fiore) 

These presumptions about “Asian immigrants” run through many of the 
case studies of Cho. While the Los Angeles Times reporters cite a profes¬ 
sor of ethnic studies to back up their claim, other accounts blithely dis¬ 
cuss the significance of Cho’s race and class without referencing anyone 
in particular. An example, from the Washington Post, reads: 

Investigators said Cho was a Korean national with a green card 
and used the Asian style of putting his last name first, which the 
news media generally followed. But Cho had spent nearly twice as 
much time in the United States as in Asia. He is part of what Ko¬ 
rean Americans call the “1.5 generation”—children who immi¬ 
grated to the United States and who live in both Korean and Amer¬ 
ican cultures but sometimes feel completely at home in neither. 

As his name was broadcast to the world, Koreans abroad and 
in the United States struggled with their reactions, cultural analysts 
say. The South Korean government expressed fears of a backlash 
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against all Koreans. Korean pastors and civic leaders who had no 
relationship to the family or Virginia Tech apologized on behalf of 
the shooter. Academics said the reactions revealed how personal 
the shooting has been for Koreans and Korean Americans. It was 
as if Cho was one of their own family members. Shame and blame 
boiled to the surface. (Cho and Gardner; emphasis added) 

This passage lacks specific evidence for the applicability of the stereotypes 
in Cho’s case: the opinions are not attributed to anyone in particular, but 
to vaguely situated “cultural analysts” and “academics.” Only two per¬ 
sons are cited in this section of the article, one of whom actually refutes its 
pronouncements: Josephine Kim, a professor from Harvard, is para¬ 
phrased as saying that “the Korean American community should not feel 
responsible for an incident it had nothing to do with.” The other person 
cited, from Princeton Theological Seminary, is quoted as saying that “there 
would be some reluctance and some hesitancy in admitting [a mental ill¬ 
ness]” by “Korean immigrants.” But in fact, this was not true for the Cho 
family: when Seung-Hui was diagnosed with a mental disability, his par¬ 
ents made extensive efforts to seek support for him, including educational 
accommodations and art therapy. Like Vann’s case study of Kazmierczak, 
this description of Cho’s life refers to darkness—its subhead reports “Fam¬ 
ily ‘Humbled by This Darkness’ ”—and seizes upon every possible detail to 
form a portrait of deviance. It even describes the mildew coating the base¬ 
ment apartment the family had rented years before in Seoul. 

In their study of media accounts of the Virginia Tech shootings, Amy 
L. Brandzel and Jigna Desai argue that Cho’s race is both hypermarked 
and unmarked. Popular media rendered him as Korean, rather than Ko¬ 
rean American, and also as “sexual deviant,” “yellow peril,” “gook,” 
and “model minority” (Brandzel and Desai 73). Yet these same media are 
curiously quiet about the racialized nature of the harassment Cho expe¬ 
rienced in school. Brandzel and Desai argue that this simultaneous hy¬ 
permarking and demarking occurs because, otherwise, popular accounts 
of Cho might have to recognize the narrative presented in his own writ¬ 
ings, photos, and videos: “the racially oppressed retaliating for [his] iso¬ 
lation from the privileges of normative citizenship and for economic and 
social inequities” (77). In other words, it is more comfortable to fit Cho 
into popular racist discourses such as the “inscrutable” or “robotic” 
Asian killer (74), rather than reconsider the structures of oppression 
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against which Cho explicitly spoke—and, perhaps, acted. I concur with 
this argument from Brandzel and Desai, although I believe another factor 
should be added to their analysis of the raced, gendered, and classed nar¬ 
ratives into which Cho was written: his diagnoses of mental illness. The 
case studies of Cho, like those of Kazmierczak, enthusiastically diagnose 
both men with a range of mental illnesses, drawing upon and reifying the 
presumed connections between deviance, mental illness, and violence. 


Diagnosis and Blame 

Much is made of Cho’s and Kazmierczak’s experiences with the mental- 
health service industry, and especially their “failure” to take drugs or at¬ 
tend therapy consistently. For example, one headline from the Guardian 
reads, “Portrait of a Killer: Virginia Tech Gunman Was a Loner with 
Mental Health Problems Who Shunned Treatment.” This invites the 
reader to participate in a narrative of blaming the shooters for failing to 
overcome their mental disabilities. If they had only gone to therapy and 
taken their medications, the narratives suggest (and in some cases, di¬ 
rectly say), they would never have done such terrible things. Blame is also 
extended to other parties in the stories, including the men’s parents and 
friends, their therapists, and their schools. The supposition underlying 
this narrative is that madness can be overcome, and that the key to this 
process of overcoming is control or containment of the mad person by 
means of medical treatment or incarceration. 

News reports about Cho dig into his childhood, marking early “warn¬ 
ing signs” to establish not only that he was crazy, but that he had always 
been crazy. The Washington Post states that “Warning signs about Se- 
ung[-]Hui Cho came early in his life” and dwells on Cho’s “antisocial be¬ 
havior,” which largely consisted of not speaking and of writing about vi¬ 
olent events (Cho and Gardner). (Cho and Gardner’s Post article also 
notes, as few other accounts did, that Cho had been ridiculed by his class¬ 
mates for being so quiet: “Some remember classmates derisively offering 
dollar bills to Cho if he would just talk.”) Although some persons who 
knew Cho are quoted saying that they found his quietness “docile” and 
“well-behaved” (Kang, Drogin, and Fiore), writers of the case studies 
generally choose more portentous adjectives: “haunted” (Kleinfield), 
“sickly” (“Portrait”), and “brooding” (Kang, Drogin, and Fiore). 

Diagnostic accounts of Cho reach a climax in the Report of the Vir- 
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ginia Tech Review Panel. Researched and authored by a panel formed by 
Virginia governor Timothy Kaine, the Report aims to study the shootings 
and make recommendations “that will reduce the risk of future violence 
on our campuses” (viii). An entire chapter of the Report is dedicated to 
the “Mental Health History of Seung Hui Cho.” This chapter draws on 
interviews with Cho’s family, teachers (both high school and college), 
staff at counseling centers where he was treated, transcripts and school 
records, and Cho’s own writings from various classes. Like earlier news¬ 
paper accounts, it attempts to explain Cho’s violent actions by piecing to¬ 
gether evidence from his life experiences, and, as its title indicates, the 
primary topic of interest in his life is his mental health. 

One of the most intriguing themes in this chapter is its repeated refer¬ 
ences to Cho’s difficulty with speech. He was diagnosed in high school 
with “selective mutism,” which the Report summarizes as follows: 

Selective mutism is a type of an anxiety disorder that is character¬ 
ized by a consistent failure to speak in specific social situations 
where there is an expectation of speaking. The unwillingness to 
speak is not secondary to speech/communication problems, but, 
rather, is based on painful shyness. Children with selective mutism 
are usually inhibited, withdrawn, and anxious with an obsessive 
fear of hearing their own voice. Sometimes they show passive-ag¬ 
gressive, stubborn and controlling traits. The association between 
this disorder and autism is unclear. (35; emphasis added) 

Although the language of this description is restrained in comparison to 
the more lurid newspaper and magazine accounts, note the value judg¬ 
ments it attaches to silence. According to the Report, someone with se¬ 
lective mutism is “unwilling” to speak (rather than “unable” or 
“afraid”). The absence of speech is also characterized as a “failure.” It is 
associated with “passive-aggressive, stubborn and controlling traits,” 
and also has some murky association with autism that is not discussed 
further. The rhetorical term for this last strategy is paralipsis: paraliptic 
statements suggest truths while simultaneously denying doing so. Saying 
to a friend, “I’m not even going to comment on how ugly that sweater is” 
is an example of paralepsis. Through this strategy, the Report manages to 
establish a connection between Cho’s condition and autism while also 
maintaining deniability for doing so. 
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The Report’s extensive attention to Cho’s quietness as a “failing” (36) 
stands in stark contrast to its lack of attention to social factors that may 
have contributed to it. For example, the Report offers a description of an 
early medical trauma that seems to have been the beginning or trigger of 
Cho’s quietness; however, it does not remark on the significance of this 
trauma, nor does it mention the experience in its many recommendations 
for ways to address problems in the health-care system. The anecdote 
reads: 

When he was 9 months old, Cho developed whooping cough, then 
pneumonia, and was hospitalized. Doctors told the Chos that their 
son had a hole in his heart (some records say a “heart murmur”). 
Two years later, doctors conducted cardiac tests to better examine 
the inside of his heart that included a procedure (probably an 
echocardiograph or a cardiac catherization). This caused the 3- 
year-old emotional trauma. From that point on, Cho did not like 
to be touched. He generally was perceived as medically frail. Ac¬ 
cording to his mother, he cried a lot and was constantly sick. 

(31—3 2 -) 

Let me be clear: I am not pointing to this incident as some sort of diag¬ 
nostic keystone that “explains” Cho’s violent behavior, nor am I inter¬ 
ested in mining the details of Cho’s past, as all these case studies do, in or¬ 
der to draw yet another map of mental disturbance creeping inexorably 
toward violent behavior. Rather, I am pointing out how little attention is 
paid, even in an exhaustive account like the Report, to the many traumas 
Cho seems to have undergone, including not only this incident but also 
hate speech and harassment (discussed further below). The information 
in this anecdote could provide an opportunity to consider what trauma 
and mental disability are like as experiences; however, that opportunity is 
not taken up. Although the Report spends a great deal of time enumerat¬ 
ing the failures of various health-care agencies, these are perceived as fail¬ 
ures to contain and control Cho, rather than failures to listen to, or at¬ 
tempt to alleviate, his obvious distress. 

The Report’s documentation of Cho’s contacts with mental-health 
professionals and brief experience of involuntary commitment is an ex¬ 
ample of this tendency. According to school records, Cho made several 
attempts to obtain counseling from Virginia Tech’s Cook Counseling 
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Center and was not successful. However, the report does not mention the 
effects this might have had upon him, focusing instead on the failure of 
the counseling centers to take adequate notes or follow up on the case. 
Again, the incident is framed as a failure of control rather than a failure 
of care. 

On Wednesday, November 30, at 9:45 am, Cho called Cook Coun¬ 
seling Center and spoke with Maisha Smith, a licensed profes¬ 
sional counselor. This is the first record of Cho’s acting upon pro¬ 
fessors’ advice to seek counseling, and it followed [an] interaction 
he had had with campus police three days before. She conducted a 
telephone triage to collect the necessary data to evaluate the level 
of intervention required. Ms. Smith has no independent recollec¬ 
tion of Cho and her notes from the triage are missing from Cho’s 
file. A note attached to the electronic appointment indicates that 
Cho specifically requested an appointment with Cathye Betzel, a li¬ 
censed clinical psychologist, and indicated that his professor had 
spoken with Dr. Betzel. The appointment was scheduled for De¬ 
cember 12 at 2:00 pm, but Cho failed to keep the appointment. 
However, he did call Cook Counseling after 4:00 pm that same af¬ 
ternoon and was again scheduled for telephone triage. (45-46) 

I have experienced telephone triage through a large university’s counsel¬ 
ing center before. Simply put, it’s no fun. When I made my own first call 
to seek help from my university, I was met, as Cho was, with an imper¬ 
sonal telephone “triage” process, followed by the information that I 
would not actually be permitted to meet with a counselor until weeks 
later. Note that the appointment time Cho was given, December 12, came 
nearly two weeks later than the date of his initial call. When one is expe¬ 
riencing mental distress, two weeks is a very long time. I can’t assume 
that Cho’s feelings were the same as mine, but I would argue that the ex¬ 
perience of having to wait so long for a first appointment, missing it, call¬ 
ing immediately, and being sent right back to triage must have been 
stressful, at the least. Yet, instead of acknowledging the stress of this 
process upon Cho, the Report again focuses on recording the center’s bu¬ 
reaucratic failings: “No referral was made for follow-up services either at 
Cook or elsewhere . . . [A]ny written documentation that would typically 
have been associated with the [phone] consultation is missing from Cho’s 
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file” (46). The Report mentions, but does not dwell upon, the fact that 
Cho never got to see a counselor at Cook Counseling. When it states that 
Cho was again triaged by another agency about a month later (following 
an involuntary commitment hearing due to a message he sent to a suite 
mate saying, “I might as well kill myself” [47]), the Report notes merely 
that “the triage report is missing . . . and the counselor who performed 
the triage has no independent recollection of Cho” (49). It then con¬ 
cludes, “Cho never returned to Cook Counseling Center” (49). 8 

This lack of attention to Cho’s experience or point of view continues 
through the Report’s approach to his isolated social life. Evidence from 
the Report indicates that Cho was bullied and intimidated in school from 
a young age. However, this information is passed over rather quickly and 
does not detail the cruelty of these experiences, which have been de¬ 
scribed elsewhere to include students laughing at him, ridiculing him in 
class, and offering him dollar bills if he would speak (Brandzel and De- 
sai; Cho and Gardner; “Ex-Classmates”). Despite the possible signifi¬ 
cance of this harassment, the Report chooses to provide a paraphrase of 
a statement from Cho’s sister Sun Kyung that downplays it: 

His sister said that both of them were subjected to a certain level 
of harassment when they first came to the United States and 
throughout their school years, but she indicated that it was neither 
particularly threatening nor ongoing. (37) 

By all accounts, Sun Kyung operated much more easily in social space 
than her brother: The Los Angeles Times, for instance, says that she 
“soarfed]” in high school, traveled abroad for a “transforming” intern¬ 
ship, and had a “rich” social life in college (Kang, Drogin, and Fiore). 
Given this different profile, it would seem that her experience of harass¬ 
ment might have been very different than Cho’s. One of Cho’s high- 
school classmates reported that when Cho read aloud in class, for exam¬ 
ple, other students “started laughing and pointing and saying ‘Go back to 
China’” (“Ex-Classmates”). Yet the Report assumes that Sun Kyung’s 
experience must reflect her brother’s as well. Moreover, the language of 
the Report places the onus for being harassed upon Cho himself. For ex¬ 
ample, it states, “Cho continued to isolate himself in middle school” (34) 
and that “[in high school] his manner of speaking and accent sometimes 
drew derision from his peers” (37). Note the way these statements 
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arrange agency so that the responsibility lies with Cho: he isolated him¬ 
self, and it was his manner that drew the derision. 

A similar tendency to blame Cho for his difficulty operating in 
kairotic space seems to have been practiced by some of his professors, 
whose judgments are recorded in the Report. For example, instructor 
Carl Bean constructs Cho as having been even more willfully disruptive, 
even conniving: 

[Bean] told the panel that Cho was always very quiet, always 
wore his cap pulled down, and spoke extremely softly. Bean 
opined that “this was his power.” By speaking so softly, he ma¬ 
nipulated people into feeling sorry for him and his fellow stu¬ 
dents would allow him to get credit for group projects without 
having worked on them. Bean noted that Cho derived satisfac¬ 
tion from learning “how to play the game—do as little as he 
needed to do to get by.” (50) 

This interpretation of Cho’s behavior depicts him as a kind of evil genius: 
not a person in distress or afraid, but someone deliberately 
“manipulating]” people and a system in order to get what he wanted. 
Although the Report details Cho’s diagnoses of selective mutism and an 
unspecified mood disorder, it quickly brushes off the notion of mental 
distress in favor of Bean’s evil-genius interpretation. Immediately after 
Bean’s statement, the Report muses, “This [Bean’s] profile of Cho stands 
in contrast to the profile of a pitiable, emotionally disabled young man, 
but it may in fact represent a true picture of the other side of Cho—the 
one that murdered 32 people” (50). According to this comment, the best 
one can hope for, if mentally disabled, is to be considered “pitiable”; and 
in Cho’s case the “true” interpretation is not even pitiability, but “the 
other side”—that one is a murderer. 

My rereading of these case studies is not meant to exonerate Cho, nor 
to demonize the people around him, many of whom, by all evidence, 
went to great effort to listen to, understand, and help him. Rather, I want 
to move away from narratives of blame, and pay attention instead to the 
ways that Cho’s portrait is drawn through these representations as will¬ 
ful deviance resulting in murderous violence. We do not actually know 
very much about the relationship between mental disability and violence, 
despite long-standing scholarly and popular fascination with this topic. 9 
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But if we are ever to learn more, we will have to move beyond narratives 
that simply reify the myths we already think we know. 


Digging the Moat, Part 1: Privacy as the “Price” of Public Safety 

The goal of the Report of the Virginia Tech Review Panel, as explained 
by Kaine in its foreword, is to “make changes that will reduce the risk of 
future violence on our campuses” (viii). One of the changes it calls for is 
greater sharing of information between institutions about persons diag¬ 
nosed with mental illnesses, and even a change to laws specifically de¬ 
signed to protect personal rights and privacy, including FERPA (Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act), FIIPAA (Health Insurance Portabil¬ 
ity and Accountability Act), and the ADA (Americans with Disabilities 
Act). When Cho matriculated at Virginia Tech, the Report states, his 
record of having received therapy and been in “special education” classes 
did not follow him. The Report states that although it “does not make a 
recommendation here” regarding information sharing, it immediately 
goes on to suggest various ways that such information could be shared, 
even without the adult student’s consent: 

It is common practice to require students entering a new school, 
college, or university to present records of immunization. Why not 
records of serious emotional or mental problem[s] too? For that 
matter, why not records of all communicable diseases? 

The answer is obvious: personal privacy. And while the panel 
respects this answer, it is important to examine the extent to which 
such information is altogether banned or could be released at the 
institution’s discretion. No one wants to stigmatize a person or 
deny her or him opportunities because of mental or physical dis¬ 
ability. Still, there are issues of public safety. . . . 

Perhaps students should be required to submit records of emo¬ 
tional or mental disturbance and any communicable diseases after 
they have been admitted but before they enroll at a college or uni¬ 
versity, with assurance that the records will not be accessed unless 
the institution’s threat assessment team (by whatever name it is 
known) judges a student to pose a potential threat to self or others. 

Or perhaps an institution whose threat assessment team deter¬ 
mines that a student is a danger to self or others should promptly 
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contact the student’s family or high school, inform them of the as¬ 
sessment, and inquire as to a previous history of emotional or 
mental disturbance. 

This much is clear: information critical to public safety should 
not stay behind as a person moves from school to school. Students 
may start fresh in college, but their history may well remain rele¬ 
vant. Maybe there really should be some form of “permanent 
record.” (38-39) 

While denying that it is making any official recommendation, the Re¬ 
port nevertheless proposes several ways that a student’s record of 
“emotional or mental disturbance” could follow him or her from 
school to school. Startlingly, it also mentions that “any communicable 
diseases” could appear on this record, thus raising the possibility that a 
student’s HIV (or hepatitis, or herpes, or any other communicable dis¬ 
ease) status could be shared as well. The Report’s preference seems 
clear: where mental illness or “communicable diseases” are concerned, 
privacy should be less important than perceived threats to public safety. 
Even before the Report appeared, its vision had already begun to come 
to pass: in March 2008, the Federal Education Department proposed a 
new set of rules to loosen FERPA guidelines on what information about 
students can be shared, and with whom. Ada Meloy, general counsel of 
the American Council on Education, stated that “there is more under¬ 
standing that to err on the side of withholding information can have 
dire consequences” (Lewin). 

The Report is only one of many calls for elimination of civil rights 
for persons with mental disabilities in the interest of “public safety.” 
While the Report is careful to qualify its recommendations, other pro¬ 
ponents of eliminating civil rights are more strident. For example, 
Kristin Ruth Tichenor, vice president of enrollment management at 
Worcester Polytechnic Institute, published an article in the Chronicle of 
Higher Education calling for “federal legislation that will mandate full 
disclosure of disciplinary and criminal action on the part of students as 
they move from school to college, or from one college to another” (21). 
This might sound fairly harmless until we recall the kinds of behaviors 
for which students are routinely “disciplined”: lack of attendance, not 
participating in approved ways in class, or having difficulty operating 
in kairotic space in ways that are deemed “appropriate.” What if a stu- 
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dent barks as a way of expressing anxiety? This is a behavior mentioned 
by James C. Wilson in his memoir of his son, Sam, who is autistic. Wil¬ 
son describes a range of Sam’s behaviors, each of which is a form of 
communication: 

When Sam barks, I know he’s nervous. When he starts tapping 
loudly on walls, I know he wants my attention. When he races 
around the house, I know he’s flying high and ready to go off. 
When he stares at me sullenly, I know he’s angry or depressed. And 
so on. There’s no failure of communication, no misunderstanding. 
Sam talks perfectly well, but he communicates just as effectively 
with his body. Sometimes more effectively. (114) 

It’s unlikely that any of the behaviors Wilson describes—barking, tap¬ 
ping, racing around, or even sullen staring (recall the many pejorative de¬ 
scriptions of Cho’s “sullen” face)—would be tolerated in most school en¬ 
vironments. Such behaviors would be “disciplined.” And the records of 
all this discipline, if Tichenor’s call for federal legislation were brought to 
fruition, would follow the barking, tapping, staring student from school 
to school, marking her not as someone who communicated in unconven¬ 
tional ways, but as a threat. 

Sociologist Katherine S. Newman, coauthor of Rampage: The Social 
Roots of School Shootings, presents perhaps the most direct proposal for 
control and containment of persons with mental disabilities: just lock 
them up. Shortly after the shootings at Virginia Tech, Newman published 
an article in the Chronicle of Higher Education that anticipates, and in 
fact amplifies, the review panel’s call for tracking and containment: 

The Americans with Disabilities Act teaches us that people with 
mental problems can lead productive lives and should be shielded 
from discrimination. But we pay a high price for clearing the 
slate, and an even higher price for the civil liberties that prevent 
us from locking up someone who is simply writing scary stories 
or sending bizarre e-mail messages. We strip information from 
the system that might yield clues to an unraveling mind when we 
destroy disciplinary records. . . . Part of the story lies in the un¬ 
willingness of our society to lock up people who have committed 
no illegal acts. (20) 
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Newman’s argument takes the information-sharing suggestion to its ex¬ 
treme: literal containment. Not only should information about persons 
with “unraveling mind[s]” be shared, she suggests, but such people 
should be “locked up” even when they have “committed no illegal acts.” 
Like the Report, Newman shapes her argument as one that serves the 
cause of public safety, repeating the phrase that both describes and 
heightens the very common fear of these very rare events: “as educators,” 
we “wonder which of our campuses might be next” (20). 10 

The foregoing arguments rely on two major assumptions that bear 
further consideration: first, that persons with mental disabilities are dan¬ 
gerous; and second, that “public safety” is best protected not through 
changes to social structures, but through control and containment of 
these supposedly dangerous people. 

Let’s start with the first assumption, that mental disability is a 
significant predictor of violent behavior. The perceived link between such 
disabilities and violence is well documented. 11 However, empirical evi¬ 
dence of such a relationship is more difficult to determine. In a 1991 re¬ 
view of research (situated within psychology), John Monahan found that 
such a relationship does appear to exist. However, he explains at length 
that the predictive power of this relationship is heavily limited, and 
should not bolster calls for laws to restrict freedom, nor should it 
heighten social stigma. He cites two reasons for this conclusion. The first 
is that “being a former patient in a mental hospital—that is, having ex¬ 
perienced psychotic symptoms in the past—bears no direct relationship 
to violence” (519). And the second, “more important,” reason is that 
most persons with “mental disorder” are not violent: 

By all indications, the great majority of people who are currently 
disordered—approximately 90% from the ECA study—are not vi¬ 
olent. None of the data give any support to the sensationalized car¬ 
icature of the mentally disordered served up by the media, the 
shunning of former patients by employers and neighbors in the 
community, or regressive “lock ’em all up” laws proposed by 
politicians pandering to public fears. (519) 12 

In other words, the public perception of the madness-violence link is not 
baseless. However, it is so limited that to call for widespread tracking and 
incarceration of persons with mental disabilities approaches the arbitrary. 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


Assaults on the Ivory Tower 163 


A 1999 study by Bruce G. Link and colleagues, taking a sociological 
perspective, follows up on Monahan’s earlier work and expands on the 
fragility of the supposed connection. The authors argue: 

[T]he magnitude of the association [between mental illness and 
risk of violent behavior] is modest in comparison to the fear en¬ 
gendered by stereotypes of dangerousness. The odds-ratios relat¬ 
ing psychotic/bipolar disorders to violent behaviors are within the 
range of odds-ratios for other predictors of violence such as age, 
gender, and education. If a community were to use the risk of vio¬ 
lence as the sole basis for the exclusion of people with mental ill¬ 
nesses, such a community might just as well exclude men in favor 
of women, teenagers in favor of people who are 50 years old, and 
grade school graduates in favor of college graduates. (330) 

A decade after the research from Link and coauthors, another review of 
the literature—this one situated within psychiatry—appeared (Choe, 
Teplin, and Abram). This 2008 review, which examines only studies of 
“severe mental illness” (defined as psychotic and major affective disor¬ 
ders), presents findings similar to those of Link and coauthors: there is a 
“small attributable risk” of violence by persons diagnosed with severe 
mental illness (161). However, the authors emphasize, as the studies pre¬ 
ceding theirs have, that this risk is much smaller than that attributable to 
other factors, including gender and age. Furthermore, their study empha¬ 
sizes, violent victimization of people with severe mental illnesses is ex¬ 
tremely high. Overall, Choe, Teplin, and Abram contend, “the stereotype 
that persons with severe mental illness are typically violent” is not sup¬ 
ported by their research (161). Unfortunately, although decades of re¬ 
search from multiple disciplines disavow the stereotype of the violent 
mad person, these findings have not percolated into popular or even gov¬ 
ernmental accounts of school shootings. For example, nearly every 
school shooter on record in the United States has been a young man, and 
with heavily marked exceptions, most are white. Yet “risk” factors such 
as maleness, youth, and (in Kazmierczak’s case) whiteness are apparently 
of little interest in the case studies drawn of them. 

Now to the second assumption—that “public safety” relies upon 
tracking and incarceration of persons with mental disabilities. In terms of 
probabilities, this would be a highly inefficient course of action. Even a 
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cursory examination of college life in the United States shows that a col¬ 
lege student’s chances of being shot during a “rampage” are infinitesimal 
compared to her chances of being harmed due to alcohol use, intimate 
partner violence, or driving to class. As James Alan Fox puts it, “for the 
18 million college students in America, the odds of being murdered on 
campus are so low one might need a course in college math to calibrate 
them” (64). This has not stopped colleges from instituting new policies to 
address “active shooter scenarios,” however. Unsurprisingly, this rush for 
preparedness has a distinctly capitalistic flavor. For example, a commer¬ 
cially produced twenty-minute DVD titled Shots Fired on Campus, 
which aims to teach students, faculty, and administrators to develop a 
“survival mindset,” was released in 2008. According to Eric Hoover, writ¬ 
ing for the Chronicle of Higher Education, colleges can purchase a cam¬ 
pus-specific version for $495, with extra media files available for an addi¬ 
tional $1,000. Hoover reports that, as of June 2008, about fifty orders had 
been filled, and “its creators expect to sell several hundred more this fall” 
(1). Another high-tech solution, a “web-based incident reporting plat¬ 
form” (312), is proposed by Hughes, White, and Hertz in their article “A 
New Technique for Mitigating Risk on U.S. College Campuses.” And on 
July 30, 2008, the U.S. Department of Education awarded thirteen grants, 
totaling $5.2 million, to colleges and universities “to prevent violence and 
prepare institutions to respond quickly and efficiently.” 

Despite all this “preparedness,” ironically, the greatest risk associ¬ 
ated with students who have mental disabilities is that they will harm 
themselves. In a 2006 review of campus mental health services, Carol T. 
Mowbray and colleagues found that “college counseling centers may be 
dealing with students with suicidal ideation and potential suicide at¬ 
tempts in nearly one out of every two cases they see” (234). Persons 
with mental disabilities also face an increased risk of being the targets 
of violent acts as compared to the general population (Choe, Teplin, 
and Abram). Furthermore, the risks to students with mental disabilities 
go beyond immediate bodily harm: for instance, a 2005 survey of cam¬ 
pus disability services by Mary Elizabeth Collins and Mowbray points 
out that “An estimated 86% of individuals who have a psychiatric dis¬ 
order withdraw from college prior to completion of their degree” (304). 
Eighty-six percent. 

If we are seriously concerned with public safety as it pertains to per¬ 
sons with mental disabilities, it would make more sense to provide ade¬ 
quate support services, and to work to reduce bullying, hate speech, and 
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Graphic from vide0s4training.com showing the cover of the DVD Shots 
Fired on Campus: When Lightning Strikes, which includes an image of a 
lightning bolt as well as a blurred photograph of students outside a univer¬ 
sity building. 


other forms of stigmatization—for differences of all kinds, including dis¬ 
ability, sexuality, race, gender, and class. At present, services on U.S. cam¬ 
puses that do exist for persons with mental disabilities tend to be targeted 
at documentation, individual accommodations, and referral, rather than 
at remediating hostile or inaccessible environments. This fact was 
confirmed by Collins and Mowbray’s study, which surveyed disability 
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services offices from 275 schools and focused specifically on the offices’ 
services for psychiatric disabilities: 

In addition to fear of disclosure and stigma as barriers, multiple re¬ 
spondents also noted a lack of awareness (among students and fac¬ 
ulty) about [psychiatric] services offered through disability services 
offices and lack of optimal programs, services, and staff resources. 

In contrast, it is interesting to note that, among the list of services 
provided in disability services offices, activities to address these 
barriers, such as faculty and student presentations or distribution 
of brochures about available services, are carried out to a much 
lesser extent. That is, the most commonly reported services are 
those related to documentation of the disability and individual 
support for students (including referral to off-campus services). 
(Collins and Mowbray 312) 

This finding suggests that we have far to go in our efforts to remediate 
environments in the interest of true public safety and well-being. And 
the issue of educating faculty raises another question, one that was al¬ 
ready a hot topic before 2007 and that has now risen to the level of 
conflagration. The question is often phrased this way: “Am I a teacher 
or a therapist?” 


Digging the Moat, Part 2: “I’m a Teacher, Not a Therapist” 

In chapter 1, I discussed the frequent disclaimers made by teachers (and 
the frequent reminders we receive from authorities) that we are not ther¬ 
apists, and suggested that this tendency relies in part upon a desire to po¬ 
sition medical discourse as the ultimate authority on disability in the 
classroom. I now return to this point in the context of discourses sur¬ 
rounding school shootings, arguing that another ideology shoring up the 
teacher/therapist divide is the desire to expel madness—and its presumed 
manifestation in violent acts—from the classroom. 

The forces that seek to separate the affective, emotional, and gener¬ 
ally “psychological” aspects of mind from the presumably safer ratio¬ 
nalist aspects in the classroom are old and deep. The fact that college 
teachers are likely to engage on a regular basis with students who are 
crying, shouting in anger, or disclosing traumatic experiences is gener- 
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ally met with one directive: Send them to the campus counseling center. 
Make a referral, make a call, perhaps walk the student over there your¬ 
self—in whatever form, remove the excessive affect from the sphere of 
your teaching. Most interesting to me is not the fact that this divide ex¬ 
ists, but its rhetorical forcefulness. If I had ever had any impression that 
my students’ emotional lives might be within my purview as a writing 
teacher, I would have been disabused about ten minutes into my first TA 
training session. 

Even before the shootings at Virginia Tech and NIU, university in¬ 
structors, especially writing teachers, took up the question of emotion in 
their teaching practice within an “atmosphere of apprehension” (Rich¬ 
mond 73). For example, in 1993, when Wendy Bishop called for greater 
attention to the politics of emotion in writing instruction, saying, “The 
analogies between writing instruction and therapy have something to of¬ 
fer me and something I need to offer to the teachers I train,” she also in¬ 
cluded the standard disclaimer: “I don’t feel like rushing out and practic¬ 
ing without a license.” Around the same time, in College English Carole 
Deletiner published an article titled “Crossing Lines” that detailed emo¬ 
tional topics her students wrote about, and her own emotional responses 
in return. Michelle Payne describes the “backlash” (3) that Deletiner met 
in subsequent comments published in the journal: 

[Respondent Kathleen Pfeiffer] figures “emotional” writing as 
threatening to the purpose of the university, as a “radical decon¬ 
struction of community and communication” (671); it seems, in 
fact, to be so unrelated to the real work of the university as to be 
laughable, worthy of caricature. Such writing is only valid (and yet 
still not valid at all) within the context of popular culture, in 
twelve-step programs, popular psychological understandings of 
the inner child, victimization, and dysfunction. . . . Teachers are 
obliged to keep threatening emotions at bay, to reinforce cultural 
dictates about how emotion can be expressed and understood. If 
they don’t, the very foundation of university education will come 
undone. (2-3) 

Although Payne does not refer to the long rhetorical history equating 
knowledge with rationality, she accurately describes the climate of aca¬ 
demic discourses before 2007. For the most part, emotion was considered 
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inimical to learning. Emotional writing by students or professors was as¬ 
sumed to belong, as Payne puts it, to the “weepy world of confessions” 
(i)—not to the clear, rationalist world in which knowledge was acquired 
and critical minds labored. 13 

But the writings of Cho and Kazmierczak changed this. Cho’s violent 
plays, and Kazmierczak’s work on mental illness, were not confined to 
Facebook pages or emails; they had been written for classes, turned in, 
read, discussed, graded—even, in Kazmierczak’s case, published. The 
moat had been breached. This has brought forth a torrent of speculation 
about the relationship between teaching, therapy, writing, free speech, 
and violence. Although much of this speculation, predictably, seeks to re¬ 
pair the imagined damage to the moat protecting academe from violent 
mental illness, some writers take a more nuanced and complex approach. 

Most of what has appeared so far relates to Cho’s writing. This may 
be because it contained more overtly violent themes, because (as of this 
writing) the NIU incident is more recent, or because Kazmierczak de¬ 
stroyed much of what he had written by discarding his computer’s hard 
drive and his cell phone’s memory card. However, some news outlets 
have gone to great trouble to dig up Kazmierczak’s written work. For 
example, the Chicago Tribune obtained his graduate-school application 
essays by means of the Freedom of Information Act, published excerpts 
from them, and claimed that they offered “unprecedented and chilling 
insight into [his] mental-health troubles” (Cohen and St. Clair). It is 
also notable that some representations of Kazmierczak tend to assign a 
therapeutic role to his academic work. In a Huffington Post article, 
Jonathan Fast wrote: “He would discover why he cut himself by writ¬ 
ing a paper about self-injurious behaviors. He would cure his psychi¬ 
atric problems by attending social work school.” Although unsup¬ 
ported, these statements imply that Kazmierczak deliberately sought to 
“discover” and “cure” himself through writing (though, the narrative 
implies, in vain). 

Benjamin Reiss argues that, following the Virginia Tech shooting, the 
classroom may become “a barely acknowledged zone of quasi-psychi¬ 
atric surveillance” (27). This is evident from the May 2007 issue of the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, which featured a compendium of opin¬ 
ions by “writers and creative-writing professors” regarding Cho’s writ¬ 
ing. These opinions separate academic discourse from madness through 
various means, the most direct of which is simply maligning persons with 
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mental disabilities. For example, Kerryn Goldsworthy says that creative 
writing classes “bring nutters out of the woodwork.” She then amplifies 
this derogatory remark: 

There has been at least one person in every writing class I have ever 
taught who was either in need of, or already getting, professional 
help. Those are inevitably the students who are most resistant, re¬ 
calcitrant, and disruptive. (60) 

A host of questions arises upon reading this: first, how does Goldsworthy 
determine which of her students are “in need of” professional help? Also, 
what basis does she have for arguing that students who are receiving care 
for mental disabilities are the “most resistant, recalcitrant, and disrup¬ 
tive”? No explanation is given. Another professor, William O’Rourke of 
the University of Notre Dame, says that Cho was a “monster” (60). This 
point is debatable, depending upon one’s definition of monster, but 
O’Rourke’s own definition of the term appears straightforward: “[I]t 
wasn’t so much Cho’s writing that has been exposed that showed that, 
but his lack of contact, his absence of speech, his signing his name as a 
question mark, his aloneness” (60). According to this definition, then, 
what makes Cho a “monster” is not his violent actions or writings, but 
his failure to comply with approved social norms. 

A second means of establishing a divide between academic discourse 
and madness used in the Chronicle compendium is to assert that persons 
with mental disabilities are bad writers. Goldsworthy claims, for exam¬ 
ple, that “disturbed work is inevitably bad writing.” Novelist Stephen 
King expands on this view: 

For most creative people, the imagination serves as an excretory 
channel for violence: we visualize what we will never actually do. 

. . . Cho doesn’t strike me as in the least creative, however. Dude 
was crazy. Dude was, in the memorable phrasing of Nikki Gio¬ 
vanni, just “mean.” . . . On the whole, I don’t think you can pick 
these guys out based on their work, unless you look for violence 
unenlivened by any real talent. (60) 

Like Goldsworthy, King evidently feels entitled to use derogatory terms 
to describe mental disability. His main point is that being “crazy” is in- 
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commensurate with having writing talent. What would lead a reasonably 
knowledgeable person to make such a remark? I can’t guess, but I take 
the comment, whatever its motivation, as another bit of evidence indi¬ 
cating how deeply held is the widespread desire to dig a moat between 
madness and academic discourse. 14 

The desire to shore up the moat can be observed in another collection 
of writings, this one from Academe, the bulletin of the American Associ¬ 
ation of University Professors (AAUP), which in November 2007 pub¬ 
lished a collection of articles related to campus shootings. In “Creative 
Writing Class as Crucible,” Monica Barron rehearses the familiar narra¬ 
tive that creative writing professors frequently receive violent writings 
from students. One semester, she says, she received so much violent writ¬ 
ing “that I started a file and told a friend, if I end up dead, go to my office 
and get the file marked ‘suspects.’ ” Her article details her interchanges 
with one student in particular, then shifts to a description of Cho: 

One April morning in Blacksburg, Virginia, a young man packed 
up his guns and went to school for the last time. He was done 
struggling to be part of any community of readers or writers. He 
was entering the community of killers. 

This theme of community continues throughout the article, which says in 
closing: 

What I want is for my writing students to see my responses as 
those of a reader and lover of literature and as those of teacher, ed¬ 
itor, and facilitator. Most of all, [I] want my students to think con¬ 
structively, as Seung Hui Cho could not, of themselves as members 
of communities and as producers of work that evokes emotion in 
others, for better or for worse. 

“Community” is a commonly used metaphor for writing classes, and of¬ 
ten for academe in general. With finality, Barron excludes Cho from 
those communities: when he became part of the “community of killers,” 
he was “done struggling to be part of any community of readers or writ¬ 
ers.” (Recall that the “community” metaphor was also invoked by Pfeif¬ 
fer in her pronouncement that “emotional writing” in the classroom is “a 
radical deconstruction of community” [qtd. in Payne 2].) Although I ap- 
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preciate Barron’s careful consideration of the ways that emotion can and 
should be part of the rhetorical situation of the classroom, I am discour¬ 
aged by the way it establishes a divided space, within which are readers 
and writers, and outside of which are killers. The lines just aren’t that 
simple, and we do ourselves and our students a disservice when we pre¬ 
tend that they are. 

Another of the Academe articles is straightforwardly diagnostic: writ¬ 
ten by a psychiatric nurse, Ellen Gecker, it is titled “How Do I Know If 
My Student Is Dangerous? A Psychiatric Nurse Explains When to Refer 
a Student for Help.” To be fair, this piece is actually less sensationalistic 
than its title would suggest. Gecker emphasizes several times that “only 
in extremely rare cases does mental illness lead to violence—and, of 
course, violence is not always a product of mental illness.” However, by 
its very presence it reinforces the presumption that teaching and mental 
disability are separate domains: a psychiatric nurse has been called in to 
the pages of Academe to explain madness to its readership of university 
professors. The article’s overall tone is diagnostic, offering a bulleted list 
of “cues” that will help readers pick out mental illness in their students. 
These include “a flat affect,” “unusual emotional reactions,” “difficulty 
conversing,” and “social isolation.” And the final recommendation is, 
once again, referral (out, away). While Gecker is careful to say that 
“most of the time you are not in any danger, even if there are mentally ill 
students in your classroom,” it is unlikely that this article, however well 
meant, will provide its readers with anything more than a checklist of 
reasons to further stigmatize mentally disabled students, or for that mat¬ 
ter, any student who fails to meet social norms. 

Alternative perspectives do arise, however, both in the Chronicle com¬ 
pendium and in the special issue of Academe. In “What’s Writing Got to 
Do with Campus Terrorism?,” for example, Chris M. Anson constructs a 
debate between two rhetors, named “Nothing” and “Everything,” who 
lay out two vastly differing points of view on the question in the article’s 
title. “Everything” seems to stand for the popular view that mental dis¬ 
ability is threatening and can be diagnosed through writing: 

everything: Writing gives us a powerful tool to identify ... well, 
malfeasants and lunatics. You know, members of the fringe. 
You see, writing is like a camera in the room of the miscreant’s 
mind. 
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nothing: I’m not sure I follow, exactly. 

everything: Members of these groups have a need to disclose, to 
share their twisted thoughts as if to persuade us of their ratio¬ 
nality. But in doing so, they give us clues. The anonymous evil¬ 
doer lays down a crumb trail to his whereabouts. . . . 

nothing: Come on, Ev. You know better than that. Writers can 
dissemble. Who’s to say that the product of a writer’s mind of¬ 
fers anything but the most cracked mirror of real thoughts and 
beliefs? 

By echoing the hyperbolic language of popular media (“lunatics,” 
“twisted”)—not to mention the U.S. government (“evildoer”)—and 
questioning it, Anson both acknowledges and critiques the desire to 
merge madness with evil, and to draw a sharp line between mad or evil 
people and “normal” people. Although my own sympathies lie more 
with the “Nothing” character, by presenting two such polarized views, 
Anson offers the reader the opportunity to arrive at a conclusion (or non¬ 
conclusion) that differs from both. His article also raises one of the most 
vexing questions raised by Cho’s writing, and one that, in the rush to di¬ 
agnose, has received less attention than it should: free speech. “Every¬ 
thing” supports the notion of tracking and surveillance, while “Nothing” 
argues just as stridently for complete freedom of expression: 

everything: But if we look, we see. If we seek, we find. We’re 
talking about terrorism. Dead students. Anguished communi¬ 
ties. Families torn asunder. Tragedy of the worst kind. And pre¬ 
ventable. . . . 

nothing: Freedom means freedom to write. Anything. 

Anson defers an answer to this debate. I’m not sure I have one either. I’ve 
been teaching zwriting for fifteen years now, and the problem comes up 
again and again: what do you do when a student submits writing that ap¬ 
pears simply to be hate speech? Or contains threats of violence? Or imag¬ 
ines violence against herself? I can’t pretend that I handle such issues 
deftly, nor do I wish to imply that I eschew the support of campus coun¬ 
seling services. I’ve walked students over there myself, and expect to do 
so again; and sometimes, although not often, it was something in a stu¬ 
dent’s writing that began the conversation. (I’ve never based a referral 
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solely on something a student wrote, although I imagine there’s always a 
first time.) What Anson provides, through the structure of his Noth¬ 
ing/Everything debate, is the invitation to keep these questions open, 
keep the conversation alive. The final remark in his article, from “Every¬ 
thing,” is “I don’t think that’s the last word.” The only thing I feel sure 
of is this: attempting to diagnose, imprison, and vilify my students in or¬ 
der to expel them from the “community” of my classroom is not the an¬ 
swer. 

Richard E. Miller, another Academe contributor, has been considering 
the problem of violent student writing for over a decade . 15 Elis deep per¬ 
spective on this topic contributes to the complex reading he offers in his 
Academe essay, “The Fear Factor.” Miller refuses to individualize Cho’s 
madness, and in fact, calls attention to the problematics of doing so: his 
article begins with the familiar case-study-style narrative, but quickly 
stops short, asking, “Are these the details that should concern us most at 
this time?” Miller then turns to an examination of the politics of fear as 
they have circulated in the United States since the events of September n, 
2001, 16 and even acknowledges, “Seung-EIui Cho was afraid, too.” He 
also suggests a concrete teaching practice, “reading in slow motion,” 
which he argues offers students the time and space they need to engage in 
deep and empathetic reflection: 

Our job [as teachers] is to establish an environment that promotes 
reflection and to provide our students with multiple opportunities 
to experience mental acts that take them to the edge of the un¬ 
known. ... If we are to offer an alternative to the violent options 
that are now always just a click away, then we’ve got to foster an 
equally powerful counter-experience—one that cultivates opti¬ 
mism and resourcefulness and resilience. Confronting the limits of 
one’s understanding is a scary business, but this is the task that lies 
forever before all who are committed to the life of the mind. 

Not incidentally, Miller’s suggested strategy, “reading in slow motion,” is 
also an access strategy for some persons with mental disabilities. It offers 
a way to read in crip time, accessing a text repeatedly, making connec¬ 
tions in more dimensions than are offered by the conventional academic 
pace of absorb-respond-move-on. In the article overall, Miller neither 
condones violence nor dehumanizes Cho. Instead, he manages to con - 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


174 


Mad at School 


sider —rather than scramble to protect—the blurry spaces between aca¬ 
demic discourse, mental disability, and violence. 

Perhaps the most moving statement about Cho’s experiences in and 
with academic discourse is the one from Edward Falco, a Virginia Tech 
professor, who taught Cho in a playwriting class. Shortly after the shoot¬ 
ings, Falco sent the following message to the other students in the class: 

There was violence in Cho’s writing—but there is a huge difference 
between writing about violence and behaving violently. We could 
not have known what he would do. We treated him like a fellow 
student, which is what he was. I believe the English department be¬ 
haved responsibly in response to him. And please hear me when I 
say this: It was our responsibility, not yours. All you could have 
done was come to me, or some other administration or faculty 
member, with your concerns—and you would have been told that 
we were aware of Seung-Hui Cho, we were concerned about him, 
and we were doing what we believed was appropriate. Took, all 
our hearts are broken. There’s no need to add to the pain with 
guilt. (60) 

I find this message extraordinarily hopeful, for several reasons. First, it 
refers to all persons respectfully and without resorting to derogatory re¬ 
marks. Second, it does not attempt to pretend that the mystery of Cho’s 
violent actions has an easy answer. Third, it names Falco’s own emotion 
and indicates to his students that emotion is an appropriate response— 
“all our hearts are broken.” 

We will not find answers to the terrible events of April 16, 2007, and 
February 14, 2008, by searching inside the heads, or through the pages, of 
Cho and Kazmierczak. We might as well dissect a human body in an ef¬ 
fort to find its soul. In the fear and sorrow following the shootings, rep¬ 
resentations of these two men have both played upon and reinforced a se¬ 
ries of commonsense assumptions. By constructing intricate case studies 
of the shooters and examining their deviance, we convince ourselves that 
each shooter was, indeed, not a “normal” person subject to unbearable 
social circumstances, but in fact a “time bomb waiting to go off” (“Fram¬ 
ing”). We imagine that their disabilities caused the violence, and extrap¬ 
olate from this step to imagine that all persons with mental disabilities 
are potential threats. This results in a culture of hatred and fear in which 
persons with mental disabilities are stripped of their rights and further 
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stigmatized, and the very real violence—both personal and institu¬ 
tional—that they face is ignored. Larger social forces contributing to a 
culture of violence are brushed off. It is easier to focus on individuals, be¬ 
cause when we presume that the problem lies within individuals, we can 
continue to believe that the problem will go away if the individuals are 
cured. Or incarcerated, or expelled, or eradicated. 

If there is any hope to be found in the terrible mystery of sudden vio¬ 
lent attacks, it will not come from attempts to vilify or diagnose students 
or faculty with mental disabilities, or to take away their civil rights. Nor 
will it come from videos, software, or federal grants that encourage stu¬ 
dents, faculty, and staff to develop their “survival mindset.” Creating an 
academic environment marked by fear and hatred of madness will do 
nothing to end violence. The hope I find is in voices like Falco’s, which of¬ 
fers simply the truths he knows: The shooter was a fellow student. We 
were concerned about him. All our hearts are broken. 
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CHAPTER 5 


“Her Pronouns Wax and Wane” 

Mental Disability, Autobiography, 
and Counter-Diagnosis 


If it is a crazy story surely it will do no harm, and if it is not, why 

had it not ought to come out. . . _ _ 

—Elizabeth L. Stone, 

“A Sketch of My Life” 


In September 2008 I visited a Barnes & Noble bookstore in Atlanta and 
was confronted by a large table display bearing a sign that read “Mem¬ 
oirs of Affliction.” I was partly amused and partly disgusted—and not at 
all surprised. Disability memoirs have proliferated in recent decades. By 
no means does this indicate a surge of public interest in disability studies, 
that is, a decreased appetite for stories of “tragedy” and “overcoming”; 
as G. Thomas Couser has documented in numerous books and articles, 
the politics of life writing by people with disabilities is filled with compli¬ 
cations. But the increased interest in disability life writing, Couser argues, 
does attest to a shared sense of fascination with the experience of non- 
normal” embodiment and how that embodiment is represented ( Signi¬ 
fying Bodies). And although there are many problems to consider when 
“disability” intersects with “autobiography,” Couser demonstrates that 
there are also many opportunities to recognize the transgressive power of 
such life writing, for we can find many “narratives from hidden corners” 
(“Conflicting” 89) that rebel against familiar scripts of disability as an in¬ 
dividualized, medicalized phenomenon and instead engage in acts of re¬ 
sistance against oppressive discourses. This chapter examines three such 
transgressive texts: A Mind Apart: Travels in a Neurodiverse World, by 
Susanne Antonetta; Lying: A Metaphorical Memoir, by Lauren Slater; 
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A table display of books in Barnes & Noble (Atlanta) with a large sign 
reading “Memoirs of Affliction.” Photograph by author. 


and “Her Reckoning: A Young Interdisciplinary Academic Dissects the 
Exact Nature of Her Disease,” by Wendy Marie Thompson. Their au¬ 
thors occupy various relationships to academe: Antonetta (as Suzanne 
Paola) works periodically as a writer-in-residence or teacher at literary 
conferences; Slater is a clinical psychologist and writer; and Thompson is 
a postdoctoral fellow in history and Asian American Studies. More 
significantly for this study, their narratives exemplify what I have called 
micro-rebellions in academic discourse. They challenge both existing the¬ 
ories of autobiography and the genre itself through a strategy I call 
counter-diagnosis. 

In this segment of my critical discourse analysis, I confine myself to a 
single rich linguistic feature: pronouns. I’m particularly interested in the 
operation of pronouns in disability discourses because they offer a 
significant window onto the ways that power dynamics around disability 
are maintained. The “us-them” binary, often invoked in DS literature, is 
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a ready example. Beyond this, pronouns can take on extraordinary 
meanings when used by persons with mental disabilities. What we mean 
by I is not necessarily normative; neither is what we mean by you, she, or 
we. As Antonetta writes of her friend N’Lili, who has multiple personal¬ 
ities and identifies variously as I, they, and we, “Like the moon her pro¬ 
nouns wax and wane” (108). 

Scholars of disability autobiography have pointed out various reasons 
that we might regard this genre with caution, not to say pessimism. One 
concern, as David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder note, is that such narra¬ 
tives often reify the dominant script of disability as an individual tragedy 
(and potential source of triumph when “overcome”), while also solidify¬ 
ing the normate reader’s sense of his own “comparative good fortunes” 
(10). Another concern, explored in depth by Couser, is the history of ex¬ 
ploitation of persons with disabilities by those who write about them, in¬ 
cluding medical professionals and so-called cowriters of works that may 
then be labeled autobiographies (Recovering Bodies; Vulnerable Subjects). 

Building on the insights of Couser and others, disability autobiogra¬ 
phy is a growing field within DS. This work often draws upon feminist, 
queer, or post-colonialist theories of autobiography, which have been 
asking for quite some time whether various representations of the subal¬ 
tern can speak. Such accounts take seriously the hegemonic history and 
effects of the genre, so much so that some propose the use of alternative 
or additional terms, including auto/biography (Stanley), auto/body/ogra- 
phy (Mintz), autobiographical manifesto (Smith), autobiographies 
(Gilmore), autography (Perreault), autogynography (Stanton), au- 
topathography (Moran), autrebiography (Loftus), and testimonio (Bev¬ 
erley). However, while these resistant theories of autobiography have 
permeated DS research, 1 they rarely examine mental disabilities. One ex¬ 
ception is Stephen T. Moran’s “Autopathography and Depression,” 
which studies autobiographies of depression. Unfortunately, Moran se¬ 
lects for attention only “unusually articulate” and quite canonical “suf¬ 
ferers”—Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and William Styron (79). 
His analysis therefore does not offer much insight into the transgressive 
power of autopathography as it might operate when inhabited by “suf¬ 
ferers” who are not as (conventionally) “articulate.” A response to this 
problem is offered in Prendergast’s “The Unexceptional Schizophrenic,” 
which argues for attention to writings by schizophrenic people who are 
not “exceptional,” and whose stories are thus not easy to pin down the¬ 
oretically. Following Prendergast, I believe that further study of autobio- 
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graphical writings by people with mental disabilities will refigure key as¬ 
sumptions of autobiographical discourse, including rationality, coher¬ 
ence, truth, and independence. In the present study, I am arguing that An- 
tonetta, Slater, and Thompson 2 claim authority not in spite of, but 
through and because of, their mental disabilities. This is the counter-di¬ 
agnostic move. 

In counter-diagnosis, the autobiographical narrator uses language (here, 
pronouns) to subvert the diagnostic urge to “explain” an irrational mind. 
Richard Ingram has suggested that because authorities such as psychiatrists 
may appropriate the stories of persons with mental disabilities, “perhaps it 
is better to arrest the progress of existing narratives by interrupting them 
with multiple complications, to render them confused, to deflect them from 
their righteous paths, to fragment them” (212-13). The counter-diagnostic 
story does not merely parallel or replace the conventional diagnostic story: 
it ruins it altogether, attacks its foundations, queers it. 

As my use of queer suggests, the diagnostic story in many ways re¬ 
sembles the queer genre of the coming-out story. For example, conven¬ 
tional disability narratives and conventional LGBTQ coming-out stories 
often hinge on a moment of revelation through labeling: “At last I have 
the name that makes sense of my foregoing experience!” But the story is 
of course not so simple. As I have written elsewhere, “The phrase coming 
out implies that the event is sudden and recognizable—a flinging open of 
a door, a step over the threshold. But, in fact, coming out is more like 
moving through a hall of mirrors” (“Then You’ll Be Straight” 98). Tobin 
Siebers adds to this point that “coming out” may be confounded by so¬ 
ciopolitical pressures: “Closeting involves things not merely concealed 
but difficult to disclose—the inability to disclose is, in fact, one of the 
constitutive markers of oppression” (“Masquerade” 2). The inability (or 
disability?) to disclose can take many forms. One example in the area of 
mental disability is the common response to the announcement “I have 
depression”: “Oh yes, I sometimes get depressed too.” 

Anne Wilson and Peter Beresford describe psychiatry as a “diagnostic 
empire” (141) and call for a social theory of madness and distress that 
“vigorously contest[s] the role of the psychiatric system and, in particu¬ 
lar, of medical/psychiatric records and discourses” (155). Such contesta¬ 
tion can be found in the narratives I examine here. However, I should em¬ 
phasize that Antonetta’s, Slater’s, and Thompson’s narratives neither 
embrace diagnosis as truth nor reject it as useless: instead, they draw 
power from the shape-shifting nature of counter-diagnosis, accepting, re- 
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jecting, mimicking, and contesting the diagnostic urge in various ways. 
Counter-diagnosis is an oxymoronic form. 


Incoherence and Coalition: The First Person 

It would be difficult to overstate the degree to which scholars of autobi¬ 
ography have considered, wrestled with, and at times despaired of the I. 
This mysterious entity has sparked tremendous debate, including what 
Paul John Eakin calls a “face-off between experiential accounts of the ‘I,’ 
on the one hand, and deconstructive analyses of the T as illusion on the 
other” (4). (Monique Wittig, in fact, discarded the pronoun je altogether, 
replacing it with j/e. ) I am less interested in taking a side in these debates 
than in attempting to read various I’s on their own terms. As Eakin puts 
it, we will most usefully approach autobiographical narratives not by 
bringing a predetermined frame to the I but rather by “asking what such 
texts can teach us about the ways in which individuals in a particular cul¬ 
ture experience their sense of being T —and, in some instructive cases 
that prove the rule, their sense of not being an T ” (4). In each of the nar¬ 
ratives studied here, I is positioned in ways that take advantage of its 
fragmentation, proliferation, and otherwise unruly existence. 

The first counter-diagnostic strategy I call creative incoherence. While 
the conventional I of autobiography is unified, and tends to progress 
through a linear narrative, the Fs of these narratives are strategically dis¬ 
organized and incoherent. Incoherent may be used colloquially to mean 
completely lacking in understandable meaning; however, I am using the 
term in a sense that draws upon its etymological roots, which translate 
loosely as “not sticking together.” This understanding of incoherence is 
informed by Charlotte Linde, who describes coherence in life narratives 
as the outcome of a negotiation between reader and writer: 

[Coherence] is not an absolute property of a disembodied, unsitu¬ 
ated text. The speaker works to construct a text whose coherence 
can be appreciated, and at the same time the addressee works to 
reach some understanding of it as a coherent text and to commu¬ 
nicate that understanding. The coherent text that the addressee 
constructs may not, of course, be the same as the text that the 
speaker believes was constructed. As long as the gap is not too 
great, the discrepancy will probably not be noticed. But if it be- 
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comes very large, further negotiation about the meaning of the text 
may be necessary. (12) 

It is this “further negotiation” that is most relevant to analysis of the 
texts at hand. I argue that A Mind Apart, Lying, and “Her Reckoning” 
purposefully open a large gap between what Linde calls “speaker” and 
“addressee”; they invite (even demand) negotiation, often remarking di¬ 
rectly on the space between the narrator’s consciousness and the reader’s. 
Incoherence as I am using it should therefore be thought of as a-coher- 
ence, or sometimes anti-coherence; it is turned to strategic advantage 
rather than accommodated as impairment. 

In “Her Reckoning,” Thompson announces at the outset, “Please 
keep in mind that I have always found it difficult to write in a consistent 
linear fashion. Rather, I tend to weave together not only concepts, but 
genres as well” (373). Her account includes both prose and poetry, and 
skips between voices, as in this passage: 3 

There are studies documenting the survivors of genocide and 
de/colonization, relocation and internment. . . 

I have read other stories too, reports about survivors of war 
and the horror of killing fields. How after witnessing such madness 
and atrocity, they went completely blind and, once arriving on asy¬ 
lum or reunification to North America, had baffled doctors who 
had no way to medically justify what caused this loss of sight be¬ 
cause the irises and retinas were all healthy. There was simply a re¬ 
fusal to see anymore. 

Conceivably a gesture towards maintaining sanity. 

My skeleton reads DNA inferiority complexes 

I survive by what I see, by what I am, by who died before me 
and paved my road with their backs. Take living back when a 
racist white supremacist society prided itself for lynching my fa¬ 
ther’s kind. Colored. (378) 

This passage, like Thompson’s full essay, is a palimpsest of genres, voices, 
and perspectives. Deliberately, it breaks various conventions of standard¬ 
ized English, including grammatical “complete sentences” as well as 
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“correct” punctuation. The linguistic strategies of “Her Reckoning” 
serve to position a narrator who is “an outsider, a mixed-roots Afro-Chi - 
nese American sister” who refuses the coherence of stereotype that might 
be suggested by this positioning and instead offers a hearty “Fuck trivial 
measurements of authenticity held up to the phenotype of existence” 
(375). Not quite sensible, this poetic line is nevertheless unmistakable in 
meaning. 

Antonetta similarly embraces incoherence as a creative meaning-mak¬ 
ing strategy. She announces near the beginning of her narrative that it will 
be “a bipolar book,” and explicates this term in neuroatypical fashion: 

My husband, Bruce, reads this [introduction] and says, Tell them 
it’s a bipolar book. 

Hey, out there. It’s a bipolar book. 

Though I, too, have to ask him what that means. He says, alin- 
ear, associational: I always have many things happening in my 
mind at once. To be honest, I am some of the many voices in this 
book. (12-13) 

Here, as with Thompson’s narrative, we see the refusal to apologize for a 
disorganized I. We also see a hint of a strategy Antonetta uses often in her 
counter-diagnostic story—the proliferation of I into we (discussed in 
more detail below). 

Slater’s use of the incoherent I is perhaps the most radical: beginning 
with the title of her book, Lying: A Metaphorical Memoir, she constructs 
a narrative in which virtually every presumption of autobiography, in¬ 
cluding a truth-telling narrator, is up for grabs. Lying narrates the emer¬ 
gence of a factually inaccurate diagnosis (epilepsy) in order to convey the 
“narrative truth” of the unnamed disorder at the heart of the book (219). 
Having presented a memoir that describes her numerous epileptic 
seizures, as well as radical surgery (a corpus callosotomy, or severing of 
the two hemispheres of the brain) to correct those seizures, Slater sud¬ 
denly announces in the book’s afterword that epilepsy has been used as a 
metaphor: 

In Lying I have written a book in which in some cases I cannot and 
in other cases I will not say the facts. . . . Lying is a book of narra¬ 
tive truth, a book in which I am more interested in using invention 
to get to the heart of things than I am in documenting actual life 
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occurrences. This means that the text I’ve created uses, in some in¬ 
stances, metaphors, most significantly the metaphor of epilepsy, to 
express subtleties and horrors and gaps in my past for which I have 
never been able to find the words. (219) 

This is counter-diagnosis with a vengeance: a case study in which truth— 
or, to use the medicalized term, accuracy—is blithely left by the wayside. 
With a mentally disabled I telling the story, empirical truth is no longer a 
given feature of diagnosis. 

Undeniably, in the choice to appropriate another disability to stand in 
metaphorically for her own, Slater is on risky ground. Her choice has 
been sharply critiqued by Couser, who argues that “in exercising prose li¬ 
cense she commits herself to an essentializing and mystifying characteri¬ 
zation of a still stigmatic disability . . . [and] promotes discredited as¬ 
sumptions about the condition [of epilepsy]” (“Disability as Metaphor,” 
142, 152). I agree with these points and would add that Slater risks play¬ 
ing into the accusations of “malingering” so often leveled at disabled per¬ 
sons—especially those of us who have no objective evidence to offer, but 
only reports of what is happening inside our minds. 4 However, I also 
want to suggest that perhaps in its very shamelessness lies its value. With 
this flamboyant gesture of untruth, the narrator of Lying refuses to be¬ 
come the exposed, confessing narrator of conventional disability autobi¬ 
ography—the narrator who, as Mitchell and Snyder caution, may serve 
merely to “ [place] physical and cognitive limitation and difference on dis¬ 
play to be consumed” (10). Instead, the narrator of Lying invents her own 
diagnosis to unnerve the normative gaze. 

A second strategy of the I in counter-diagnosis is proliferation —the 
construction of many selves to tell a single “person’s” story. Antonetta’s 
assertion that she is “some of the many voices” (13) in A Mind Apart is 
one example. This counter-diagnostic strategy contributes new insight (or 
perhaps I mean new obfuscation) to a concept of great interest in DS au¬ 
tobiography: the difficult question of dependence/independence/interde¬ 
pendence. In Vulnerable Subjects: Ethics and Life Writing, Couser exam¬ 
ines a number of autobiographical genres, including “auto/biography,” 
which he defines as “memoirs of proximate others, such as close relatives 
or partners, which are collaborative in some sense or degree” (40). My 
analysis takes up Couser’s point but enlarges the genre to suggest that the 
“proximate others” may be aspects of a split self. In clinical terms, “split¬ 
ting” is an undesirable event; it is what happens when a troubled con- 
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sciousness divides itself, retreating into a fugue state or other alternative 
(protective) state of consciousness. Therapy for persons who experience 
splitting is generally aimed at eliminating the phenomenon by helping the 
therapized person “integrate” her consciousness. However, in counter-di¬ 
agnostic narratives, a proliferation of selves may be a desirable state. 

In A Mind Apart, the state of having many selves, or being a “many- 
head” (2), is described as having its own unique advantages, and in fact 
generally preferable to being a “one-head” (109): “I like my mind the way 
it is” (89). Antonetta connects her own multiple selfhood to a more literal 
notion of community—in her case, a geographically scattered alliance of 
neuroatypicals connected largely via letters and the Internet. The book’s 
subtitle, Travels in a Neurodiverse World, indicates its emphasis not on 
Antonetta’s individual experience, but rather on the varied and collected 
experience of all the persons described and addressed therein, many- 
heads and one-heads alike. While musing on the state of being many, An¬ 
tonetta calls upon her community of neuroatypicals to ask their perspec¬ 
tives. As it turns out, many of them feel similarly: 

I like my mind the way it is, like a striving city, or a small town at 
least, noisy and architectural. I want to believe there is value in 
this, and in my beautiful friends.... I check in with my online tribe 
to see how many of them would want to be bipolar again [if given 
a choice]. One man writes: 

I choose not to look at bipolar as an illness at all. In fact, I 
couldn’t imagine myself as not being bipolar, nor would I 
want to be ... I do not wish to be anyone else but me. . . . 

“Took at how normals live and treat each other,” says a man 
named Harry, wanting no part of that. (89-90) 

Throughout, A Mind Apart forges a series of constantly shifting al¬ 
liances—narrator and reader (discussed further in the section on second- 
person pronouns); human and (other) animal; present-day human and 
prehuman; and, of course, neuroatypical and those “who don’t have a 
syndrome you could find in the DSM-IV” (2). This counter-diagnostic 
strategy, with its celebratory tone, could be read as somewhat naive 
(Morrice); however, it effectively opposes the conventional diagnostic im¬ 
pulse to isolate the mentally disabled subject. It also opposes the habit of 
conventional disability autobiographies to “offer the narrator as a dispu- 
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tatious figure critiquing the less than humane responses of a flat, often 
hostile, and uniformly able-ist culture” (Mitchell and Snyder 9). A Mind 
Apart (despite its title) consistently locates its narrator within richly var¬ 
ied contexts and communities. 

Like Antonetta, Thompson uses we to form coalitions across time and 
space; however, unlike Antonetta, Thompson acknowledges the painful 
conflicts that occur within communities, and focuses specifically on the 
intersection of postcoloniality with mental disability. She notes that, de¬ 
spite early recognition of her many minoritized identities, she did not rec¬ 
ognize her “mental affliction” (373) as a site for collective understanding 
until later in life. This lack of recognition, she points out, is not a per¬ 
sonal failing, but was governed by cultural imperatives as to who may 
and may not claim mental illness. Thompson’s proliferate selves are por¬ 
trayed as having been split by a racist and classist culture: 

As I began configuring my racial self, my sexual self, my gendered 
self, I never realized mental illness was connected to experiences of 
trauma (cultural, racial, class, diasporic, environmental, social) be¬ 
cause so often mental illness is constructed into a “white people” 
disease or a “rich people who have time for therapy” disease. (374) 

Situating herself as a “young, queer, black-Chinese, working-class fe¬ 
male” (373), Thompson explores the ways this experience has affected 
her ability to narrate her experiences of mental disability. Tier present sit¬ 
uation, she reports, is marked by a sense of “passing for normal, per¬ 
forming the gestures of a composed, competent, young, female academic 
of color” (379). This vision of we emphasizes the struggle of coalition, its 
pain and betrayals, as well as its opportunities, and recalls Couser’s 
warning that representation of self/other “is always at once a mimetic 
and a political act” (33). Thus, we space should not be taken as an easy 
Three Bears (“just right!”) kind of solution: it is a space of possibility, but 
of discomfort and uncertainty as well. From her position—markedly less 
privileged than Antonetta’s or Slater’s—Thompson calls attention to the 
pain and betrayals, as well as the promise, inherent in the finding coali¬ 
tion among the multiple I. 


Mind Games: The Third Person 

As Slater’s, Thompson’s, and Antonetta’s subversive approaches to the 
coherent and singular I indicate, counter-diagnostic narratives wreak 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


186 Mad at School 


havoc upon what Philippe Lejeune has called “the autobiographical 
pact.” In brief, the autobiographical pact is a tacit agreement between 
author and reader, sealed by authorial signature, promising that the au¬ 
thor has made “a sincere effort to come to terms with and to understand 
his or her own life” ( Autobiography ix, n-12). Even in the case of pseu¬ 
donymous autobiographies, the author’s identity is “claimed at the level 
of enunciation”; that is, authorial presence is conferred by the existence 
of the text (13). While his most famous essay, “The Autobiographical 
Pact,” says little about third-person pronouns, a few years later Lejeune 
returned to the question of what might happen to this pact if a self-refer¬ 
ential author were represented not as I, but as be or she . 5 Examining 
works that practice this strategy, including Roland Barthes by Roland 
Barthes and The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas by Gertrude Stein, 
Lejeune suggests that they “illustrate that the coherence attributed to 
genres is exaggerated” (“Third Person” 4 6). (He also, with unintentional 
irony, refers to such narratives as “borderline cases” [27, 4 6] within au¬ 
tobiography.) However, despite his acknowledgment that the autobio¬ 
graphical I may be destabilized when it shifts to the third person, Lejeune 
seems determined to hang onto its rational ability to direct the narrative 
from a consistent, 7 -like position. Lor example, he says that, when using 
the self-referential third person, “an author pretends to speak about him¬ 
self as someone else might” or “inventjs] a Active narrator” (27). He re¬ 
peatedly underscores the point that such figuration is a “game” (42) and 
argues that “If the game were no longer a game, the T would cease to be 
consistent, the necessary conditions for communication and writing 
would vanish” (40). In short, for Lejeune, a crucial feature of the auto¬ 
biographical pact is a rationalist sense of agency shared by author, narra¬ 
tor, and reader; without such a shared rationalism, “communication . . . 
would vanish.” 

While Lejeune reads first- and third-person alternation as a Lacanian 
expression of “the impossibility of expressing identity” (“Third Person” 
39), I argue that, in autobiographies of mental disability, such alterna¬ 
tions may in fact be direct expressions of identity. In other words, when 
the so-called rational world does not truthfully reflect one’s experience, 
autobiography may be used not just to “play” with the autobiographical 
pact, but to rewrite its terms altogether. The use of third-person pro¬ 
nouns in these narratives refuses coherence, truth, and resolution, but in¬ 
stead of causing communication to “vanish,” these counter-diagnostic re¬ 
fusals construct a different kind of meaning. 
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Thompson first identifies her disability as it was defined to her: a mys¬ 
terious entity represented by the third-person pronoun it. This under¬ 
scores the omission of a-rational minds in Tejeune’s accounting; even in 
the most “exceptional” (“Third Person” 39) autobiographies, he does not 
seem to have found an instance that uses it to describe a self. In a para¬ 
graph that sketches her childhood and adolescence, Thompson uses the 
rhetorical strategy of anaphora (repetition) in a way that grammatically 
fixes it in place (at the beginning of each sentence) while simultaneously 
demonstrating the pervasive power it has had over her life: 

[M]y parents figured that I would eventually “grow out of it.” 

It was my anti-social, very emotionally secluded childhood. It 
was my silent way of internalizing trauma and abuse. It was the 
way I tried to take my life at fourteen, then at fifteen after reading 
about self-injury in a teen fiction library book, the way I repeated 
it on my body for years after. It almost got me arrested and put 
into juvenile hall at sixteen after fighting my father because I 
wanted to run away. It was supposed to go away with the pre¬ 
scribed Zoloft that I never took, but instead sold to my then phys¬ 
ically and sexually abusive homeless boyfriend’s childhood gang 
friend. (373-74) 

In this passage, Thompson uses the pronoun it to set up two themes the es¬ 
say continues to explore: first, a rejection of the rationalist and chemically 
driven diagnoses of the medical profession; and second, a genre-jumping 
style that moves abruptly between prose and poetry. A later passage, pre¬ 
sented as a journal entry from her undergraduate experience, notes, “I al¬ 
ready know everything that’s wrong with me; I just lack the sophisticated 
psychiatric language to define myself and my condition to everybody else” 
(374). “Her Reckoning” seizes the pronoun it as a move toward an alter¬ 
native rationality, one that both describes and obfuscates, and refuses to be 
pinned down in “sophisticated psychiatric language.” It is part of Thomp¬ 
son—even, in extreme terms, is her—but is also not of her. 

Thompson also uses the strategy explicitly named by Lejeune, that is, 
self-reference as she. After moving more or less chronologically from 
adolescence to undergraduate to graduate school, “Her Reckoning” is 
suddenly interrupted by a two-page poem titled “Cuts,” which shifts be¬ 
tween time frames and is connected to the prose narrative only by juxta¬ 
position and theme. “Cuts” offers another examination of a health-care 
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professional, and again this third-person figure represents the distanced 
force of “psychiatric language” that is incommensurate with the narra¬ 
tor’s own reality. This figure, called both “a nurse who moonlights / as a 
school counselor because of / budget constraints” and also “the lady,” 
asks a series of diagnostic questions: “Are you having problems adjust¬ 
ing? / Family problems? When did this all / start? Are you at risk of sui¬ 
cidal / behavior?” Note the similarity between Thompson’s approaches 
to it and the demonstrative pronoun this, both of which mark an insidi¬ 
ously vague territory. Thompson places emphasis upon this by enjambing 
the subject this all and its verb start, thus holding it up for scrutiny. She 
then rewrites this all as a more complex and less coherent space, a 
counter-diagnostic narrative whose subject, she, may or may not be nar¬ 
rator of the essay’s prose sections: 

The girl shakes her 
head, unable to explain the book, 
the razor, the experiment to link 
the book with the razor. What did 

those girls do? She knew it was 
fiction. It was in the library’s Young 

Adult Fiction series. (376) 

Faced with the annihilating impulse of it and this, through poetry the nar¬ 
rator of “Her Reckoning” is conducting a diagnosis of her own. This 
counter-diagnosis makes no promises: we are not told that she is the I of 
the prose narrative, but offered only juxtaposition as well as thematic con¬ 
nections (including cutting) between the two. In a move that recalls Slater’s 
pleasure in lying, the poem “Cuts” also implies that perhaps the girl’s ac¬ 
tions are unreal: “She knew it was/fiction.” The authority of such gestures 
rewrites the autobiographical pact, and in doing so, upends the diagnostic 
urge for empirical observations that can be labeled as symptoms. 

Antonetta, like Thompson, shapes her counter-diagnostic story in 
part by self-reference in the third person. Antonetta refers to the various 
parts of her mind playfully, as in this passage that describes her reaction 
to an infestation of mice in her home: 

I become more and more terrified of the sound [of the mice], and 
in what’s no doubt some weird displacement, I develop a phobia 
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that we’re all going to get hantavirus—a fatal disease carried by 
mice, but deer mice, not house mice like our cartoonish creatures. 
Phobias live their own lives, however, and mine becomes over¬ 
whelming . . . [My husband] Bruce keeps trying to reason with me, 
which makes things worse; personally, I don’t mind, but my pho¬ 
bia gets furious about it. (40-41) 

In this counter-diagnostic story, Antonetta does not detach from the pho¬ 
bic I to demean her, or to discount her fears; indeed, the phobic self is 
clearly established as having her own life. Antonetta treats this other self 
with gentle humor: while I can understand Bruce’s reasonable objections, 
the phobic self “gets furious.” In addition to this phobic form of herself, 
A Mind Apart introduces “Manic Girl,” whom the nonmanic I “find 
quite extraordinary, as she does me” (126). And—not mentioned within 
the narrative of A Mind Apart, but subtly present—is a second name, the 
name under which the book was copyrighted, similar to but different 
from Susanne Antonetta, the announced author and narrator. 6 

Slater’s approach to counter-diagnosis in the third person is the most 
literal: she invents her own case history. Chapter 4 ends with a third-per¬ 
son epistolary description of the surgery that split the narrator’s brain, 
concluding, “Love, Lauren.” The page turns, and chapter 5 opens this 
way: 

The Biopsychosocial Consequences of a Corpus Callostomy 
[s/c] in the Pediatric Patient 
Dr. Carlos Neu, M.D., and 
Patricia Robinson, P.T. 

Abstract 

Sixty percent of patients with temporal lobe epilepsy display 
dysfunctional psychological profiles that include emotional 
lability. (98) 

The reader has already met Dr. Neu in Lying: he is described in an earlier 
chapter as “a little frumpy and old-fashioned, with thick eyebrows and a 
curly beard” (74). But here he is again, this time assuming the role of au¬ 
thor, his “signature” on this imagined case study written by Slater. This is 
a transgression of the autobiographical pact apparently not imagined by 
Lejeune: various sections of a book “authored” by real-yet-imagined per¬ 
sons. In the case study, Slater is “Case study LJS, a pediatric TLE patient” 
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who can “contribute to the ongoing body of knowledge and evolving 
question sets in the study of epilepsy” (100). The article describes the sur¬ 
gical procedure and details the process of “patient LJS’s” recovery. 

I am tempted to read this case study as a kind of kernel of truth in Ly¬ 
ing, based in part on Slater’s other works that reference her mental dis¬ 
abilities; 7 for instance, the “article” goes into some detail about the pa¬ 
tient’s “disturbing depressive tendencies” and speculates that she may 
have a “mood and/or anxiety disorder” (105). However, this impulse in 
itself is the diagnostic urge, the desire to figure out what is really wrong 
with Lauren. And that is precisely the counter-diagnostic strategy of Ly¬ 
ing: it dangles an illusory promise of truth before its reader, and calls our 
attention once again to the appetite for diagnosis. 


Unveiling the Jury: The Second Person 

Addressing the reader directly as “you” or as “reader” became popular 
in Victorian novels, particularly realist novels by women; an example is 
jane Eyre’s famous pronouncement, “Reader, I married him.” In Gen¬ 
dered Interventions, Robyn Warhol argues that this strategy was an at¬ 
tempt on the parts of female novelists to claim authority in a literary field 
dominated by men. Warhol’s argument can be applied to disability auto¬ 
biography to illuminate the power shift achieved through direct address. 
While conventional disability autobiography, as Mitchell and Snyder sug¬ 
gest, tends to assume a normate reader who is free to gape at the freakish 
narrator, the autobiographies studied here employ you in a way that dis¬ 
rupts that dynamic and relocates the dominant gaze. The strategy goes 
beyond simple reversal, producing a variety of counter-diagnostic effects. 

Antonetta’s A Mind Apart confronts the reader early in the narrative: 
“And you, reader, the mirror, as Baudelaire wrote, the veiled jury. I must 
account for you” (13). It then leads this you through a series of medita¬ 
tions that deconstruct the usual assumptions about readers and narrators 
in disability autobiography. For example, Antonetta does away with the 
presumption that the reader is a priori sane: 

You have sat in a chair, reading, alive in the present of your body 
and the earth and the gasses you breathe: and also in the book of 
your head.... In fact, you are more likely than anything to be like 
me: anxious—which 25 percent of people have been, clinically, 
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needing treatment—and depressed, which 10 percent of the U.S. is 
in any given year, or plagued by other irritations born of those neu¬ 
ronal connections that helped scalp the planet millennia ago. (122) 

This passage uses you to develop the theme of neurodiversity explored 
throughout A Mind Apart: rather than sane/insane, or any other reduc¬ 
tive binary, Antonetta prefers to view humanity as a “garden” of neu- 
roatypicals, all of us odd in our own ways (217); at one point, she muses, 
“I wonder about your mind” (117). Throughout, A Mind Apart con¬ 
sciously resists the stare-at-the-freak convention of disability autobiogra¬ 
phy, and even offers specific commentary on why it does not include 
graphic descriptions of the narrator’s “crazy” behavior: “I don’t want, in 
writing, to put myself into that zoo. I want to say: This is another way to 
be human” (95). Antonetta also develops a metaphor of predator and 
prey, calling herself, as narrator, the “top predator” (152) in the relation¬ 
ship, and openly announcing, “I tease you, reader, by telling you what 
I’m doing” (152). 

Antonetta’s boldest use of you echoes the strategy used by Slater in 
Lying: breaking the autobiographical pact by not telling the reader the 
truth (or rather, telling the reader she is not telling the truth). Antonetta’s 
lie takes this form: In the final chapter of A Mind Apart, she details her 
meeting with an orangutan named Chantek. Chantek lives “in a habitat 
on the grounds of Grant Park Zoo in Atlanta” (218) and has been raised 
signing. In an extended description of her encounter with Chantek, An¬ 
tonetta says she was dismayed by his general uncommunicativeness with 
her. “Flummoxed,” she reports, “I sit on a rock and sing” (225), then 
transcribes the lyrics to the spiritual “I’ll Fly Away.” But a few pages 
later, the narrative performs an abrupt turnabout: 

I did not sing to Chantek, except in my mind, looking at his bars, 
which my imaginings of our encounter had never contained. It 
shocked me, the ape in a cage (Lear said, Unaccommodated man is 
no more but such a poor, bare, forked animal). Unlike my son, I 
don’t have the chutzpah to sit in front of strangers belting out my 
melody-induced belief that I’ll fly away. Why do I lie to you? When 
the truth’s persuasive enough, I think, and occupies this space al¬ 
most wholly. . . . Perhaps to even out our relationship: I behind 
these lines, carrying out my fantastic gestures, you free. (229) 
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As this passage indicates, lying to one’s reader can be a way to balance 
power, or as Antonetta puts it, “to even out our relationship.” While con¬ 
ventional autobiography assumes an autonomous I who guides the nar¬ 
rative and a docile you who must follow, Antonetta understands that this 
dynamic in disability autobiography is not so simple: you may be the one 
outside the bars, and the I inside may need to take measures to transform 
the narrative cage. 

Thompson’s moves to seize and define you are more subtle than An- 
tonetta’s, but work toward a similar end. With the injunction to “keep in 
mind that I have always found it difficult to write in a consistent linear 
fashion,” she maps the reader (implicitly) as you, the object of direct ad¬ 
dress (373). Like Antonetta’s, Thompson’s use of direct address seems 
aimed at balancing an uneven power relationship with the reader—in this 
case, by setting explicit rules. Unlike Antonetta, however, Thompson em¬ 
ploys a you that migrates from person to person; and, as with the abrupt 
shift to the poem “Cuts,” uses juxtaposition to deny consistent connec¬ 
tions between pronouns and antecedents. After creating the reader as 
you, Thompson then moves to a more ambiguous use of the pronoun: 

I met a boyfriend who physically and sexually abused me worse 
than any father-like figure would have. Our interactions consisted 
of various assaults in public, forced intercourse, his threats of 
shooting me and killing himself if I ever left. 

I tried to run him over with my car. 

Goddamn it you punch too many holes in walls, too many holes 
and I have not enough skin to patch them up with. (375) 

An initial reading of this passage seems to indicate, through juxtaposi¬ 
tion, that you is the abusive boyfriend. It would seem evident that the 
person who “physically and sexually abused me ... in public” would be 
the one who is punching holes in walls. However, this reading is under¬ 
mined by the larger context of Thompson’s essay, in which pronouns do 
not necessarily denote individuals, but also refer to larger cultural and 
political forces. “Her Reckoning” repeatedly connects individual experi¬ 
ences of mental disability to cultural experiences of trauma: “genocide 
and de/colonization, relocation and internment, natural disasters that 
show that even if the experience is erased from the history books and 
glossed over by the rest of the world, someone’s child somewhere is born 
with that grief and will live it like an open wound, feel it deep in her 
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bones, deep in his mind” (378). Given this, it is plausible that the you who 
punches holes in walls may not be the boyfriend but instead, or also, (a) 
violent dominant culture(s). 

“Her Reckoning” includes yet another use of you: it serves as a means 
of communicating with other characters in the narrative. Near the essay’s 
close, the narrator speaks directly to her father and grandfather, both 
dead, and both addressed as you: “To the father I want to say, you 
pushed the suggested depression roughly aside when I confronted you 
. . . And to the grandfather I want to say, I was never afraid of you” 
(378-79). Both Thompson and Antonetta demonstrate that using you is 
way to adjust the conventional power dynamics of autobiography, not 
through simple reversal, but rather, by playing with various possibilities 
for whom you might be. 

Slater’s use of you is both more mannered—two of the chapters in Ly¬ 
ing are framed as letters—and more incoherent than in A Mind Apart or 
“Her Reckoning.” At times you is the indefinite pronoun (“Sometimes 
you can crack open a cliche and find a lot of truth” [53]); other times, as 
in Thompson’s narrative, you is used to address other persons in the 
book (“I applaud you, Mom, or at least the left side of me does” [93]). 
Here, I focus on the two chapters framed as letters. Chapter 4, titled “Sin¬ 
cerely, Yours,” begins “Dear Reader” and details Slater’s early adoles¬ 
cence. The narrative of this chapter proceeds with few uses of you until, 
as Slater announces, “we get to a little hoary truth in this tricky tale” 
(88). At that point, she informs the reader that along with epilepsy, she 
also developed Munchausen’s, a psychiatric syndrome that the DSM-IV 
describes as “the intentional production of physical or psychological 
signs or symptoms” (American Psychiatric Association 513). Slater then 
abruptly directs you to “some quotes” from psychiatric journals “so you 
will understand Munchausen’s Syndrome better” (88). The quotations 
are extensive, and immediately afterward, the narrator remarks, “Well, 
that should prove my point. You can fake epilepsy” (91). The letter con¬ 
tinues, detailing the events leading up to the surgery in which the narra¬ 
tor’s corpus callosum is severed, and concludes, “Love, Lauren” (97). 

Importantly, before chapter 4, Lying does not indicate that the narra¬ 
tor’s epilepsy is metaphorical or untrue. Although the entire book is filled 
with warning signs that this is no conventional autobiography—includ¬ 
ing, of course, its title—these details accrue slowly in the early parts of 
the book, and “Sincerely, Yours” is the first point at which Lying signals 
its extreme disruption of the autobiographical contract. You is, we might 
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say, the instrument Slater uses to cut up the contract: speaking with ap¬ 
parent straightforwardness (“Dear Reader”; “so that you will under¬ 
stand”), this chapter of direct address is in fact the most transgressive of 
the narrative thus far. 

The second letter, chapter 7, titled “How to Market This Book,” car¬ 
ries the transgression still further. “How to Market This Book” shifts the 
role of you: instead of being “Reader,” you is now “The Random House 
Marketing Department and my editor, Kate Medina” (159). And while 
the you of chapter 4 was positioned as a relatively passive witness to a 
story, this you is asked to adjudicate a persuasive case: whether Lying will 
be labeled fiction or nonfiction. Beginning fairly straightforwardly (“For 
marketing purposes, we have to decide. We have to call it fiction or we 
have to call it fact, because there’s no bookstore term for something in be¬ 
tween” [159]), it then evolves into a kind of list poem, in which the Ran¬ 
dom House / Kate you mingles with the general readerly you: 

9. Nevertheless, confusions and all, Kate, I think I am a nonfiction 
writer, and I would like to be known as such. . . . Come with me, 
Kate. Come with me, reader. I am toying with you, yes, but for a 
real reason. I am asking you to enter the confusion with me, to give 
up the ground with me, because sometimes that frightening floaty 
place is really the truest of all. . . . 

10. Together we will journey. We are disoriented, and all we ever 
really want is a hand to hold. 

n. I am so happy you are holding me in your hands. I am sitting 
far away from you, but when you turn the pages, I feel a flutter in 
me, and wings rise up. (163) 

This passage is the climax of Slater’s uses of you to shatter the compla¬ 
cency of the reader’s gaze into the autobiographical text. To return to the 
figure of coming-out story as hall of mirrors, Slater confounds the nor- 
mate reader’s power to gaze at her by building a hall of mirrors around 
you, drawing you into the “frightening floaty place” with her. 

Scholars of disability autobiography have shown that we have good 
reason to be cautious about this genre. In this ableist world, autobio¬ 
graphical narrative is often just one more tool used to grind us down. Yet 
narratives written as counter-diagnostic stories can also be used to dis¬ 
rupt conventional dynamics of power, to claim the advantages of disabil¬ 
ity, and to call for the “one-heads’ (and other abled persons) to join us in 
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coalitions. Autobiographies of mental disability have something impor¬ 
tant to add to the study of disability autobiography: they show unique 
talent for refiguring the rational, thus exposing the possibilities that may 
emerge when we dance on generic truths. Without question, we may be 
punished for such dances—medicated against our will, written against 
our will, ostracized, disbelieved, institutionalized, abused. However, if 
we use counter-diagnoses to “vigorously contest” (Wilson and Beresford 
155) such measures, we will continue to move toward more robustly 
truthful ways of living and telling our stories. 
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CHAPTER 6 


ln/ter/dependent Scholarship 

WITH LEAH (PHINNIA) MEREDITH, 

CAL MONTGOMERY, AND TYNAN POWER 


I didn’t pay much attention to independent scholarship until I arrived on 
its doorstep, so to speak, by way of mental disability. I can date my at¬ 
tentiveness to an email exchange with Cal Montgomery in 2007. In April 
of that year, I wrote to Cal—having read her work in Ragged Edge On¬ 
line —to ask if we might meet at the upcoming SDS conference. Cal re¬ 
sponded warmly to exchanging ideas by email, but said she would not be 
at the conference, since she had attended some years before and found it 
an “access nightmare.” Although I probably should have realized earlier 
that SDS, even with its efforts to provide access for all members, remains 
an inaccessible space for many, Cal’s note was nevertheless a revelation. 
Her chance remark led me to further research into the accessibility of 
conference spaces (Price, “Access Imagined”), and has helped me develop 
my theory of kairotic space—particularly the disturbing question of 
whether the kairotic spaces of academe are by their very nature poorly 
accessible to those with mental disabilities. It also led me to conduct fur¬ 
ther research into independent scholarship. 

Institutions of higher education in the United States now employ more 
independent scholars than their counterparts—should we say “depen¬ 
dent scholars”? However, the foregoing claim depends upon how one 
defines independent scholar, and definitions vary widely. Some suggest 
that all persons employed as instructors in higher education who do not 
occupy tenure-track or tenured jobs should qualify. For example, Bar¬ 
bara Currier Bell, writing in a 2004 edition of the newsletter from the 
Center for Independent Study, argues that only one-quarter of new fac¬ 
ulty hires hold “regular,” that is, tenure-track jobs, and notes that the 
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majority of “term” hires are women. Bell suggests that “the ‘full-service’ 
white male professor is already the faculty equivalent of the spotted owl” 
(“Independents” 1). Scholarship in composition and rhetoric often uses 
the term contingent faculty, noting that such faculty are “often neither 
part-time nor adjunct in the true sense of those words” (Schell and Stock 
15). Further investigation reveals a huge array of definitions and related 
terms, including contract scholar, scholar-for-hire, hobby scholar, gypsy 
scholar, scholar-at-large, liberated scholar, private scholar, freelance 
scholar, and most piquant, intellectual (Bell, “An Independent Scholar” 
and “Independent Scholarship”; Schell; Wentz). 

An important distinction to note is between those whose primary 
means of support is teaching and those whose primary means of support 
comes from elsewhere. Discussions that use contingent faculty tend to fo¬ 
cus on those whose livelihood comes from teaching—for instance, term 
hires or, in some cases, graduate students working as TAs. However, dis¬ 
cussions that use independent scholar tend to define these workers differ¬ 
ently. In a 2004 survey of the National Coalition of Independent Scholars, 
David Sonenschein found that only 7 percent of respondents who were 
working identified their primary work as teaching (17). I make this dis¬ 
tinction not to pull the two groups apart, since they do overlap consider¬ 
ably and have many common concerns, but to clarify my own purposes 
for this chapter. While many academics with disabilities do work as con¬ 
tingent laborers because of institutional barriers that prevent them from 
accessing conventional tenure-track jobs, my interest for the present 
study is disabled academics for whom even the path to part-time teach¬ 
ing work is barred. For example, some scholars with mental disabilities 
may not be permitted to enroll in postsecondary institutions in the first 
place; and at least one postsecondary degree, if not two, is the usual pre¬ 
requisite for university teaching work. My point here is that, although 
the situation of contingent faculty is important, such faculty members 
have already found ways past a primary access barrier—the “moat” that 
guards postsecondary education in general. 

Fueling my interest in independent scholarship is a rhetoric of 
“choice” that seems to enter discussions of academics who do not teach, 
or teach only rarely. In their often-cited 1993 study The Invisible Faculty, 
Judith Gappa and David Leslie propose and elaborate four categories: 
“career enders”; “specialists, experts, and professionals”; “aspiring aca¬ 
demics”; and “freelancers” (49-63). While Gappa and Leslie pay careful 
attention to limiting factors, including “lack of geographical mobility” 
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(56) and “gender bias” (57), it is notable that their profiles of contingent 
faculty include frequent mention of choice. For example, one person who 
“exemplifies the freelancers” “prefers not to have any greater involve¬ 
ment in the institution because she values the free time she can devote to 
her other roles and activities” (61; emphasis added). I am worried less by 
the data included in the study by Gappa and Leslie, a valuable work, than 
by who is left out: how many contingent faculty or “aspiring academics” 
do not have so much choice in their access to academic discourse? What 
are the stories of their decisions—and are we comfortable calling their 
decisions “choices,” given how circumscribed access to academe can be? 
How well have these persons been represented in studies so far? How of¬ 
ten is disability a factor in the hard “choices” that must be made? 

Research on contingent faculty, while still receiving less attention than 
it should, nevertheless has proliferated and gained increasing authority 
over the last several decades. “Working Contingent Faculty in(to) Higher 
Education,” by Eileen Schell and Patricia Lambert Stock, provides an ex¬ 
cellent overview. Schell and Stock document the movement of research 
about and by contingent faculty from its origins in the social sciences, 
which tended to provide aggregated data and composite profiles, through 
further waves of research that include personal testimonials, “ideational” 
calls for large-scale reform (29), and reports of specific changes occurring 
in local contexts. 

But it’s important to notice that much of the research on contingent 
faculty is located within academe. For example, the article by Schell and 
Stock is the editors’ introduction to a collection published by NCTE, an 
academic press, and I would be able to find most of the sources it cites by 
visiting databases such as JSTOR and MLA, consulting academic period¬ 
icals such as the Chronicle of Higher Education, and drawing upon the 
book collection of a university library. By contrast, much of the research 
about independent scholars exists in a kind of gray space at the margins 
of academic presses and databases. A great deal of the research I gathered 
for this chapter, including reports and newsletters published by the Na¬ 
tional Coalition of Independent Scholars (NCIS) and the Center for In¬ 
dependent Study (CIS), was sent to me personally by independent schol¬ 
ars working for various organizations. 1 As I continued to investigate the 
situations of scholars who do not teach for a living—whether by choice 
or because of institutional barriers—I realized that a kind of information 
firewall exists between independent scholars and the conventional loca¬ 
tions of academe, serving to reinforce inequities of status, recognition, 
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and material benefits. A poignant example of the power of this firewall 
comes from one of my personal communications with an independent 
scholar that preceded the writing of this chapter. Having learned my 
name through a listserv, this scholar emailed to ask if I would be willing 
to receive a copy of his life’s work in the event of his death—an oeuvre 
that included, at the time of the email, six self-published books. This 
scholar knows that his work will not be immortalized in academically or 
commercially maintained archives, and therefore is exploring other 
means to ensure that his writing will survive beyond him. 

How, then, shall I define “independent scholar” for the present study, 
given my attentiveness to the concerns of contingent faculty, but also my 
belief that there is a pool of academics “out there”—thinkers, writers, 
knowers—who are barred from access to conventional academic arenas 
such as classrooms and conferences? I begin with the definition offered 
by Ronald Gross and Beatrice Gross in their 1983 study Independent 
Scholarship: Promise, Problems and Prospects. Gross and Gross suggest 
that, while the range of people who might be called “independent schol¬ 
ars” is diverse, “they share two defining characteristics: they are pursuing 
serious, intellectual inquiries outside academe [characteristic 1], resulting 
in findings that have been accepted by fellow scholars as significant con¬ 
tributions [characteristic 2]” (2). I want to unpack each of these defining 
characteristics more carefully. 

First, let’s consider the status of “serious, intellectual inquiries.” Who 
decides what is serious, and what is intellectual? We could say that inde¬ 
pendent scholars should publish peer-reviewed articles in scholarly jour¬ 
nals, which are then indexed in heavily subscribed databases such as 
JSTOR, MLA, or Psych Articles. Yet many independent scholars operate 
outside, or at least at the margins, of these privileged domains. For ex¬ 
ample, Cal Montgomery, one of the independent scholars interviewed for 
this chapter, has published extensively in the online magazine Ragged 
Edge Online. Montgomery’s contributions have been cited repeatedly in 
scholarly articles—that is, articles that appear in peer-reviewed journals 
indexed in databases such as JSTOR. Yet her articles themselves do not 
usually appear in these scholarly databases. Second, let us consider the 
status of “fellow scholars.” While Tynan (Ty) Power, another indepen¬ 
dent scholar I interviewed, has attended, presented at, and in some cases 
organized conferences for groups including Al-Fatiha (an organization 
for LGBTQ Muslims), and has published in “alternative” locations such 
as the anthology Pinned Down by Pronouns (Conviction Books, 2003), it 
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is questionable whether this sort of activity would meet the standard set 
by Gross and Gross of “serious, intellectual inquiry,” nor whether 
Power’s readers and listeners would be considered “fellow scholars.” 
Much of Power’s writing appears on the blog site Livejournal, and is of¬ 
ten password-protected. Some of the Livejournal posts are quite clearly 
scholarly—for instance, an extensive post about Ramadan, combining 
Power’s research on Islam and data from his personal experience, which 
is updated and reposted each year. Many members of Power’s audiences 
are graduate students, professors, instructors, or researchers. And yet, 
since we exist on Livejournal only as unaffiliated entities such as “mir- 
rormargaret,” it is debatable whether the interlocking threads of our 
comments would be deemed “scholarly” conversation, and by whom. To 
be fair, the report by Gross and Gross was published decades ago, well 
before the question of Internet authorship arose. Yet the questions re¬ 
main: Who decides what is serious and intellectual, and which persons 
qualify as fellow scholars ? 

For the purposes of the present study, I want to extend the boundaries 
of the definition, and to change the terms a bit. I begin with this claim: 
Academic inquiry investigates questions salient to our material and dis¬ 
cursive lives; conducts this investigation with a level of rigor appropriate 
to the context; and is attendant to responses from others concerned with 
similar questions. Anyone engaged in such inquiry, I believe, can lay 
claim to the name mdependent scholar, if wished. This is the working 
definition that led me to the selection of participants in this small quali¬ 
tative study. These are people whom I know in contexts outside the study, 
and whom I know largely online—as friends on Livejournal and Face- 
book, as email correspondents, as passionate writers and thinkers whom 
I never run into at conferences. That, to me, is part of the point: I don’t 
meet them at conferences. An important aspect of this study’s methodol¬ 
ogy is its aim to record experiences from persons whose views are not 
readily accessible through conventional academic channels. 2 


The Role of Disability in Independent Scholarship 

Just as research by and about independent scholars is hard to find in con¬ 
ventional academic spaces, recognition of the significant role that dis¬ 
ability might play in an independent scholar’s life appears to be similarly 
unnoticed in research by and about independent scholars. In Sonen- 
schein’s 2004 study Independent Together, for example, a survey of 28 6 
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NCIS members collected extensive demographic information on topics 
including gender, age, race, ethnicity, region, marital status, degrees ob¬ 
tained, financial situation, and languages spoken or read. Yet in this 
sixty-three-page report the word disability does not appear once. To be 
sure, related data were collected—including information on members’ 
health insurance, employment, and (in a few cases) roles as “caregivers” 
(50). While reading, I wondered: Isn’t it possible that a significant pro¬ 
portion of independent scholars have disabilities? Why aren’t their expe¬ 
riences better recognized? 

I based this supposition on research by DS scholars who have docu¬ 
mented the inaccessibility of academe’s conventional system of tenure, 
promotion, and reward for persons with disabilities. A chilling example 
comes from Paul K. Longmore’s “Why I Burned My Book.” In this essay, 
Longmore describes his path toward academic employment, including 
encounters with undergraduate and graduate professors who told him 
things such as “no college would ever hire me as a teacher” (232), and 
eventual achievement of a Ph.D. in American history in 1984. Using his 
own experience as a case study, Longmore demonstrates the means by 
which public society at large, including academe, has made itself inacces¬ 
sible to scholars with disabilities. For example, Longmore was blocked 
from gaining teaching experience as a graduate student, since even part- 
time work as a TA or instructor would have forced him to risk giving up 
government benefits that paid for his in-home assistants and his ventila¬ 
tor—“the aid that enabled me to live independently and, in fact, to 
work” (237). In other words, experience crucial to his professional devel¬ 
opment was disallowed on the grounds that engaging in such work 
would undermine his status as one who “needed” accommodations such 
as in-home assistants. According to government definitions, if one is dis¬ 
abled enough to receive benefits, one cannot work; and if one can work, 
then one must not be disabled enough to qualify for benefits. Longmore’s 
essay vividly portrays this catch-22: 

Necessity has forced many of us [among the severely disabled] to 
maintain eligibility for federal Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
or Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) or both . . . [which 
also] make us eligible for other, more essential assistance. For in¬ 
stance, throughout my adult life I have paid my personal assistants 
through California’s In-Home Support Services program. Medi- 
Cal (the California version of Medicaid) has paid for my ventila- 
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tors. Without this financial aid, I would have had to spend my 
adult life in some sort of nursing home. . . . Independent living has 
allowed me to work productively. 

The catch is that for most of my adult life, in order to maintain 
eligibility for this government aid, I have had to refrain from work. 
Using a combination of medical and economic criteria, federal dis¬ 
ability policy defined—and still defines — “disability" as the total 
inability to engage in “substantial gainful activity. ” (236-37; em¬ 
phasis added) 

This is a rhetorical and material paradox similar to that noted in the 
ADA case-law discussion from chapter 3. In order to qualify as “dis¬ 
abled,” faculty members must display a certain (implicitly measurable) 
“level” of impairment; yet if they display that level of impairment (“se¬ 
vere” or “total” or whatever), they are presumed unfit to work at their 
chosen profession. 3 Longmore’s story is a saga of political action, letter¬ 
writing, and wrangling with bureaucratic definitions in his efforts to en¬ 
gage in work as an employed scholar while still obtaining the accommo¬ 
dations that would enable him to exist outside of a nursing home. 
Despite all his efforts, he learned that he would not be allowed to earn 
royalties from his first scholarly book ( The Invention of George Wash¬ 
ington), which had taken him ten years to write, without losing his 
SSI/SSDI benefits. In response, he burned a copy of the book in a public 
protest on October 18, 1988. 4 

Although wheelchair users, like Longmore, are the group most likely 
to be classified as “unemployed” because of a disability, those with men¬ 
tal disabilities constitute a large group as well. In its 2007 annual report, 
the Social Security Administration (SSA) reported that 2.2 million Ameri¬ 
cans receive Social Security benefits because of “mental disorders” (ex¬ 
cluding “retardation”). This number represents more than 27 percent of 
all disabled beneficiaries. The large percentage of SSA beneficiaries with 
mental disabilities has attracted attention from scholars, mostly within 
public health, psychology, and psychiatry. For example, in 2008 Ronald 
C. Kessler and coauthors published a paper claiming that serious mental 
illness (SMI) caused an estimated $193.2 billion loss of personal earnings 
in the United States during the year 2002. 5 Tellingly, the press release from 
the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) announcing Kessler’s 
findings is headlined “Mental Disorders Cost Society Billions in Unearned 
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Income.” The original study does not say that mental disorders “cost so¬ 
ciety” anything, although it does use terms such as “societal burden” 
(708), which is a discipline-specific term in public health. Note, then, the 
way that the significance of the findings is twisted when it travels from 
original study to press release. The publicly available online NIMH press 
release, which is likely to have many more readers than the original study 
from the American Journal of Psychiatry, could have interpreted the find¬ 
ings from Kessler and coauthors in another way: namely, that society (in 
the form of access barriers) costs people with mental illnesses billions in 
annual income. Yet it twice uses the phrase “costs society,” thus implying 
that the societal burden is the fault of persons with SMI. 

At any rate, the problem remains clear: millions of people with mental 
disabilities receive benefits that depend upon the judgment that they are 
unable to work, or can work only in very limited capacities. If we put this 
number together with Longmore’s point that receiving necessary benefits 
often bans the recipient from engaging in “gainful” employment, we can 
conclude that persons with disabilities who wish both to receive treatment 
or accommodations and to earn money for their work are caught in an in¬ 
sidious bureaucratic and rhetorical paradox. I noted in chapter 3 that aca¬ 
demics with disabilities may “need” full-time employment in ways that 
nondisabled academics do not, in order to obtain health insurance. But it 
is also true that in some cases, academics with disabilities may “need” not 
to have full-time employment, lest they lose government-sponsored 
benefits. I call this the un/able paradox: If one is deemed “unable” to 
work, then one qualifies for the accommodations that would make work 
possible; yet if one makes use of those accommodations and does work, 
then one is deemed too “able” to qualify for accommodations, whose loss 
makes work (and in some cases, life) impossible. 

Questions of health care, employability, and the intersection of one’s 
everyday life with the terms of one’s employment are shared by most aca¬ 
demics (and most workers, for that matter). However, these questions 
take on highly complex and specific shapes when we consider the situa¬ 
tion of academics with mental disabilities. Researching the experiences of 
academics with mental disabilities who operate outside the conventional 
structures of academe does more than bring forward the experiences of 
an underrecognized group; it also calls into question the very notion of 
“independence” in scholarship, including the process of scholarly re¬ 
search itself. 
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Disability Studies Methodology: Putting It to the Test 

Sonenschein suggests in the introduction to Independent Together that 
in-depth, open-ended interviews would be “the next logical step” of in¬ 
vestigation into the lived experiences of independent scholars (5). In the 
rest of this chapter, I report on interviews conducted in an effort to bring 
forward the perspectives and academic lives of three independent schol¬ 
ars, Cal, Phinnia, and Ty. I turned to qualitative research for this part of 
the study because I wanted to know more about the experiences of inde¬ 
pendent scholars with disabilities (mental disabilities in particular), and I 
was unable to find published work that spoke directly to my questions. I 
came to my questions by way of the research that is described in the first 
chapters of this book. An academic’s job, I had concluded, involves the 
following actions: first, produce “work” (usually in written form); and 
second, gather in rooms (both classrooms and meeting rooms) with other 
people and talk about that work. But what if those seemingly simple re¬ 
quirements conflict with a person’s modes of communication, learning, 
and knowing? I couldn’t stop thinking about the statement from Clarice, 
a faculty member with Asperger’s, quoted in chapter 3: “A meeting can 
be a disaster for someone on the spectrum” (Avinger, Croake, and Miller 
211). With this in mind, I formulated three research questions: 

1. How do independent scholars with mental disabilities' 5 pursue 
academic work including writing, attending conferences, and 
networking with colleagues? 

2. How do such persons construct their own positions in relation 
to academic institutions, including their own processes of self¬ 
naming and self-identifying? 

3. What access barriers and benefits apply to persons with mental 
disabilities who pursue academic work? 

I selected these three participants because I know their work well—both 
published and unpublished—and all three met my definition as indepen¬ 
dent scholars with mental disabilities. Importantly, as the study unfolded, 
it became clear that Phinnia, Ty, and Cal do not necessarily define them¬ 
selves this way. Their own self-identifications are discussed below. This is 
an exploratory study, using a convenience sample, and is therefore lim¬ 
ited. Future research projects will, I hope, address larger numbers of in- 
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dependent scholars with disabilities, using a variety of methods. My pur¬ 
pose at present is simply to open the arena, to offer suggestive questions 
for further investigation, and to relate these stories. 

One of my primary concerns was how to conduct ethical and effective 
research with participants who occupy positions vis-a-vis academe quite 
different from my own; who have mental disabilities; and who are my 
friends. The issues I raise here are indebted to the work of feminist and 
DS researchers including Colin Barnes, Tim Booth, Michelle Fine, Gesa 
Kirsch, Patti Lather, and Mike Oliver. During the study, I attempted to 
adhere to an interdependent qualitative research paradigm —one in 
which the progress of research relies upon participants and continually 
seeks their feedback and guidance. To some degree, this is simply a way 
to name what has always been true in qualitative research: the researcher 
needs participants, and is dependent upon them, even as her power as in¬ 
terpreter and writer of findings is an ongoing problematic. Further than 
this, however, I believe that acting as an interdependent researcher, espe¬ 
cially within a DS framework, should involve taking risks and operating 
in unfamiliar modalities. The usual model of qualitative research assumes 
that the “design” will be set ahead of time and that any responses that do 
not conform to the requirements of that design are unusable—in some 
disciplines, are “tainted” data. By contrast, an interdependent qualitative 
research paradigm suggests that the site of such “taint” is in fact where 
the action is: this is where questions arise, where researcher and partici¬ 
pant must communicate, where compromises take place and partici¬ 
pants’ decisions will guide and even redirect the course of a study. 

I knew from prior experience that all three participants had written at 
some length about their lives, including their disabilities, and in some 
cases treated the subject with casualness and humor. For example, one of 
the tags on Phinnia’s blog is my head is pasted on crooked yay, used to 
mark entries in which she records her experiences with anxiety, medica¬ 
tions, brain fog, and other issues having to do with her emotional state. 
But the reason I know this is not because I conducted any sort of “objec¬ 
tive” scan of Livejournal blogs; rather, I know it because she is my friend. 
This study applies what Lisa Tillmann-Healy has called “friendship as 
method,” which involves “conversation, everyday involvement, compas¬ 
sion, giving, and vulnerability” (734). Friendship as method, Tillmann- 
Healy explains, involves increased risk for both participants and re¬ 
searchers) because, in their dual roles, all experience heightened levels of 
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vulnerability (741,743). An example of the complication this added to the 
present study was my concern about inadvertently revealing information 
that had been given to me “as a friend” but not “as a researcher.” Over 
the years of our friendships, I have become privy to quite a bit of infor¬ 
mation about the participants through channels such as personal emails 
and password-protected blog entries. It would not be ethical, of course, 
to use such protected information without explicit consent. And yet that 
sort of information does not necessarily come in separable units. My 
knowledge of Phinnia’s battles with public transportation, of Cal’s frus¬ 
trating history with the DS community, of Ty’s familial losses—this 
knowledge infuses what I write about them and how I interpret their 
words, whether I refer to it directly or not. Complicating the situation 
still further is that sometimes, during the course of the study, participants 
would reveal information and then add a note such as “I’m not sure if I 
want you to put that in or not.” In other words, because we were con¬ 
versing as friends, we were divulging information that might or might not 
be appropriate for inclusion in a publicly presented study. As Carolyn El¬ 
lis has written, when conducting research with friends and other intimate 
acquaintances, “there is no leaving the field” (“Telling” 13). Because of 
these concerns, Tillmann-Healy argues that friendship as method “all but 
demands that writings be taken back to the community for examination, 
critique, and further dialogue” (744). I agree with this point, and would 
add that DS methodology places a similar imperative upon its re¬ 
searchers: if we are truly dedicated to “changing the social relations of re¬ 
search production” (Oliver), we must place co-interpretation at the cen¬ 
ter of our work. 

I take the term co-interpretation from Thomas Newkirk’s “Seduction 
and Betrayal in Qualitative Research.” Newkirk’s vision of how to 
“share” work with participants is especially useful for DS methodology, 
because it emphasizes ongoing discussion of data rather than simply 
mailing out a manuscript after data have been collected, analyzed, and 
written up. Newkirk argues that participants should have access to a re¬ 
searcher’s emerging interpretations so that they can offer their own inter¬ 
pretations or “mitigating information” (13). In the present study, because 
participants’ stated preferences were for online rather than face-to-face 
interviews, we had the luxury of time during which we could reconsider 
questions, pose counterquestions, clarify our ideas, and offer further in¬ 
formation. It also provided the space for me to share other pieces of the 
book with them, including the project proposal, individual chapters, and 
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emerging versions of this chapter. But the approach had a limitation as 
well, one that participants pointed out to me, and that I plan to change 
the next time I conduct a similar study: Ty, Phinnia, and Cal were isolated 
from each other during the data-collection stages. Because of concerns 
about confidentiality, I was careful not to reveal participants’ identities to 
one another as interviews began; and even after each gave his or her per¬ 
mission to be named, I still didn’t share their interview comments. In 
short, they didn’t really “meet” one another until they received the com¬ 
mon email that included my first tentative draft of the chapter. A fully co- 
interpretive approach, I believe, would rectify this problem by introduc¬ 
ing group as well as individual interview opportunities. This would be 
easy to set up online, through a commonly accessible blog, “chat” space, 
or shared emails. 

My caution about confidentiality, I think, was a symptom of my on¬ 
going anxiety about the risks that friendship-as-method entails. Despite 
the study’s layers of “mitigating information” (Newkirk 13), I still felt 
nervous about my choice of design; I was also strongly aware that men¬ 
tal disability is a highly charged topic, and talking about one’s mental dis¬ 
abilities in almost any context involves considerable risk. Therefore, I 
made an early decision about one aspect of my approach to co-interpre¬ 
tation: anything a participant wanted to have removed from the chapter 
would be removed, without question. This promise was stated on each 
informed-consent form and routinely referred to throughout the study. 
Although in some cases qualitative researchers may choose to retain con¬ 
tested information in a final write-up since “we owe readers an account 
that is as comprehensive and complex as possible” (Tillmann-Healy 741), 
and in other cases may look for middle-ground choices such as noting a 
participant’s concerns but still including the contested information, I de¬ 
cided that in this case I wanted to draw a firmer line. 

As the interviews began, I held email conversations with each partici¬ 
pant to explain my hopes for a co-interpretive exchange. For instance, I 
wrote to Ty: 

[I’d like to] set it up as a highly collaborative research project, with 
due credit to you written into the chapter’s explanation of the ap¬ 
proach. As in, I share my thinking with you (which includes you 
reading the ms. in progress, if you can stand it), and then we to¬ 
gether decide how best to present your “case” as an independent 
scholar. We could structure it as a series of conversations (email 
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and perhaps some in person, but it’s critical of course that what¬ 
ever methods we use follow best-access for you), maybe posing 
questions back and forth, etc. I’d really like it to be more dialogic, 
in other words, than “HERE IS THE CASE OF TYLER (NOT HIS 
REAL NAME).” 

This aim, in my estimation, was largely successful, and participants 
affirmed my sense of its success. However, it also introduced yet another 
complication: the problem of structure. Early in our exchanges, Cal wrote 
to me, “I guess what makes me uncomfortable about this whole thing is 
that it doesn’t seem very structured. I tend to need guidance in ways that 
most other people don’t, and I end up completely confused about what I 
am supposed to do.” In other words, through my efforts to create a co-in- 
terpretive environment, I had unwittingly set up a situation that was not 
accessible for her. In that case, I revised my approach by creating a list of 
questions, which I sent along—at Cal’s request—a few at a time. 

Cal’s point about lack of structure guided my later exchanges with Ty 
and Phinnia. For example, when Ty and I began our conversations on 
email, I mentioned that we might also use Livejournal as our medium, 
which would offer the advantage of “threading” each topic so that it 
would occupy a visually discrete space. Ty initially refused this sugges¬ 
tion. However, as our conversations progressed, email became less and 
less accessible for him. He wrote: 

Re: your chapter, I keep thinking about it and I do want to get 
back to it and I’m not sure that picking up email is going to be the 
best way just because email sometimes feels way overwhelming. 
(My inbox today, from the last few days, had 700+ messages . . . 
even though most were “junk” and many were not important, 
when I approach email with the idea of “check email, get back to 
Margaret, etc” I often don’t get through the check email phase.) So 
maybe we should try private LJ posts or doing something like a 
Google doc. The idea of making you juggle different strands of 
conversation in different formats makes my head hurt, though, so 
let me know what will not make your head hurt:) 

Accordingly, Ty and I moved our conversation to Livejournal, where I set 
up a space that was accessible only to the two of us, and where we con- 
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ducted a threaded conversation—again, over time—using the site’s 
“Comment” feature. 

The question of structure is intertwined with another methodological 
issue that I became increasingly aware of as the study progressed: time. 
Tillmann-Healy notes that studies using friendship as method must 
progress “at the natural pace of friendship” (734); this turned out to be 
true of the present study, and its pace was further affected because it un¬ 
folded in “crip time.” In conventional interview studies, the researcher 
controls the amount of time to be invested by making decisions about the 
mode of interviewing (face-to-face, telephone, or online), how many 
questions will be asked, and how much time each participant will invest. 
In fact, some institutional review boards (IRBs) recommend that such de¬ 
cisions be announced ahead of time so that participants can be informed 
of how long their investment in the study will last. However, since I was 
attempting to use a more flexible methodology, I had no such guidelines 
to offer participants. Instead, I asked them to tell me how they wanted 
the interviews to unfold. I began by offering a choice of modes: face-to- 
face in person; by telephone; or online. All three participants chose the 
online option, but in quite different ways. Cal determined that she would 
prefer to receive the questions by email in short batches, three or four at 
a time; Phinnia asked for the questions by email, but all at once; and Ty 
determined, after some efforts on email, that a blog format would work 
better. Sometimes a month or more would go by before I received a re¬ 
sponse to an email I had sent. Periodically I would check in with partici¬ 
pants, but I was hesitant to do so too often: they were working within 
constraints that included pain, brain fog, family obligations, anxiety, and 
work schedules. This is a situation in which my own mental disabilities 
offered an advantage. I know from experience that anxiety, pain, and fa¬ 
tigue can create a highly idiosyncratic work schedule, and that periodic 
“reminders” may be helpful, but that respect for the needs of one’s own 
bodymind must be paramount. I also know from experience that people 
with mental disabilities rarely, if ever, receive sufficient recognition for 
the tremendous effort involved in carrying out what most people con¬ 
sider “everyday” tasks, and I included frequent acknowledgments of this 
in my responses to participants. 

All these efforts were a part of a complicated exchange of encourage¬ 
ment, insight, and affirmation that formed this study’s approach to reci¬ 
procity. Reciprocity is always intertwined with the issue of time to some 
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extent, for the currency of exchange in qualitative studies is often mea¬ 
sured in chronological terms: participants will invest x amount of time and 
will receive y in exchange. Sometimes the compensation is a small amount 
of money; sometimes it is a service offered by the researcher, such as free 
tutoring; sometimes it is as simple as an expression of thanks. In the pres¬ 
ent study, I attempted to compensate participants in ways that seemed in 
keeping with the approach of “friendship as method.” I sent Cal and Ty 
each a book, and Phinnia requested a pair of hand-knitted socks. 

In one sense, I am studying my peer group: we all have mental dis¬ 
abilities; all of us are white; and all of us are queer. 7 But in another sense, 
I am “studying down” (Fine; see also Kirsch), because I have a tenure- 
track job, and I am privileged in ways that make it easier for me to access 
academic spaces than for the study’s other participants. I am the only one 
who can log on to a university website and request any book or article I 
wish through interlibrary loan, and the only one whose travel to confer¬ 
ences is subsidized by my employer. While Phinnia, Ty, and Cal can and 
do access materials and conferences through various means, it’s impor¬ 
tant to mark the ease —that is, the privilege—of my own access. In part 
for this reason, I chose to practice a form of reciprocity that Tillmann- 
Healy calls “radical reciprocity,” in which “we never ask more of partic¬ 
ipants than we are willing to give” (735). My practice of “radical reci¬ 
procity” included offering information about my own experiences of 
mental disability, both to participants during our interviews, and in the 
write-up of the study itself. I also offered to provide any books or PDFs 
they might need that related to their work on this chapter. Because I have 
the privilege of a tenure-track job, I am not classifying myself with them 
as an independent scholar. Rather, I am attempting to align myself with 
them in terms of other issues—particularly mental disability—in a move 
of solidarity. To return to Nagel’s term, I am trying to gaze from some¬ 
where rather than nowhere. At the same time, I want to center the par¬ 
ticipants’ experiences rather than my own—for one danger of self-reflex- 
ivity is that it “risks turning representation into a solipsistic, rhetorical 
position in which the researcher (the self)—ah, once again—usurps the 
position of the subject (the other)” (Brueggemann, “Still-Life” 19). 

To their words, then. After a brief introductory sketch describing each 
participant, the following sections are divided thematically. I relied on 
participants to help me determine the plausibility and integrity of each 
theme. When sending them a draft of the chapter in which I had assigned 
tentative categories to the data, I asked them to question the categories 
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themselves, opening the possibility that my analysis might need to be re¬ 
shaped according to their interpretations of the data. Although none 
chose to refigure the themes themselves, their comments in our subse¬ 
quent exchanges considerably changed the content of each theme’s dis¬ 
cussion. The themes are 

• Disability, impairment, and diagnosis 

• Identifying as a scholar 

• Isolation and community 8 


Sketch of Each Participant 

Phinnia is thirty-two (“as old as my tongue and a little bit older than my 
teeth”). She lives in the Pacific Northwest with her husband and son; she 
also has two girlfriends, with whom she communicates daily online. She 
is a prolific blogger, posting anywhere from 250 to 3,000 words a day on 
topics including her fiction and poetry writing, her participation in other 
online communities, and her everyday activities. Everyday activities in¬ 
clude working with her seven-year-old son, who is blind, autistic, and 
nonverbal, and advocating for and with him in his school and after¬ 
school environments. They also include wrangling rides for herself and 
her family on systems of transportation she has dubbed “failtransit.” 
Phinnia uses a wheelchair and experiences severe joint and muscular 
pain; daily events around these topics are tagged on her blog with de¬ 
scriptors such as medical-go-round and mind vs. body smackdown. She 
regularly takes part in community writing events, both online and face- 
to-face, and has published her writing in journals including Breath & 
Shadow and Electric Mandolin. She identifies herself as a “self-historian” 
in reference to her nonfictional writing, and as a poet and short-fiction 
writer. 

Ty, thirty-eight, lives in semirural New England with his partner and 
two sons. A transsexual FTM (female to male), he has published work in 
a wide range of venues, including the anthology Pinned Down by Pro¬ 
nouns. While working as a writer for a large educational publishing com¬ 
pany, he created many research-based presentations on topics ranging 
from HIV prevention to pedestrian safety. He is a founding member of 
Al-Fatiha, an organization for LGBTQ Muslims, and has also been 
cochair and keynote speaker for True Spirit, the annual conference of 
American Boyz. 9 Ty is hearing-impaired, adding, “The term ‘hearing im- 
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paired’ is problematic because the Deaf community is often unwillingly 
included under its umbrella; however, I feel that for those with partial 
hearing it is preferable to ‘hard-of-hearing,’ which carries an implication 
that hearing is ‘hard’ (i.e., requires effort) rather than impossible for 
people with hearing limitations.” He does extensive organizing and 
teaching work for his local Unitarian Universalist congregation, and is 
hoping to continue his graduate studies in communication. 

Cal, forty-two, lives in the Midwest with a roommate and two dogs, 
Nate and Murdo. She has written for journals including Ragged Edge 
Online, and has presented at conferences including Autreat, the Ameri¬ 
can Association of Philosophy Teachers, the Radical Philosophy Associa¬ 
tion, and Society for Disability Studies and, using a reader, has had her 
work presented at a Queer Disability conference. Her original academic 
training is in philosophy but she was “derailed,” first by long-term insti¬ 
tutionalization and later by access problems. Following a period in which 
she was unable to work, she is currently undertaking an independent 
course of study based on “all the things that I would have learned if I 
were going to school in disability studies (and if I had designed the pro¬ 
gram) before—I hope—returning to the fray.” 


Disability, Impairment, and Diagnosis 

I specified from the beginning of the project—in the study’s introductory 
letter and consent form, as well as during interviews—that two of the 
study’s grounding terms ( independent scholar and mental disability ) are 
ones I bring to it, and I asked participants to talk to me about their own 
processes of self-naming and self-identifying. In reference to mental dis¬ 
ability, all three participants expressed understanding of the reasons why 
I use this term, but chose to identify themselves in other ways. Phinnia, 
for instance, wrote: 

Mentally disabled to me implies a cognitive component, which 
doesn’t really apply in my case. ... I’d prefer to call myself “emo¬ 
tionally disabled” because it’s closer to my self-concept: my emo¬ 
tions (fear, anxiety, depression, panic, etcetera) are really my dis¬ 
abling condition. 

When I first began the process of interviewing, I was using the term psy¬ 
chosocial disability more often than mental disability, and Cal mentioned 
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at one point that she thought the former term was a better descriptor. She 
wrote, 

I had the impression that you were using “psychosocially dis¬ 
abled” to include the people I consider to have “cognitive impair¬ 
ments” as well as those I’ve considered to have “sensory impair¬ 
ments,” which is one of the things I liked about it. 

Cal’s use of impairment is a deliberate choice. She is cautious with the term 
disability, explaining: “I do not say that ‘I have a disability’ because to me 
that would be like a black person in a white-dominated society saying ‘I 
have a racism.’” In her view, the U.S. social model of disability (or rather, 
the many views that claim to be “social model”) tends to place the respon¬ 
sibility for lack of access upon individuals—even when claiming not to. 
Her language use, she explained, draws more from the British social 
model, in which “ ‘impaired’ has to do with inherent limitations, while ‘dis¬ 
abled’ has to do with socially imposed disadvantages that are neither 
caused nor justified by impairment. ... In American thinking I don’t tend 
to think the language really exists to make that distinction, which I think is 
vital.” This is a point on which we differ; to my mind, “having a mental 
disability” does indicate disadvantages that are socially imposed rather 
than inherent. However, Cal’s interpretation of my thinking—that it 
seemed more “American social model” than “British social model”—made 
me newly aware of how slippery distinctions of language can be, even in 
conversation between two people with apparently similar frames of refer¬ 
ence. Particularly when conversing with Americans, Cal noted, “I use other 
phrasing to make it clear which of the many definitions of ‘disability’ that 
are out there I’m using.” These include disability-ASM (American social 
model), disability-BSM (British social model), disability-AD A/ J04 (Ameri¬ 
cans with Disabilities Act and section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act), and 
disability-Amundson (in reference to the work of Ron Amundson). 

Cal later elaborated, “I do think we need a way of talking inclusively 
about people for whom access to human interaction is problematic” (em¬ 
phasis added). 10 This point also emerged, although differently charged, in 
Ty’s description of his disabilities. In Ty’s case, his hearing (a “physical” or 
“sensory” disability) can operate causally to produce emotional effects: 

I definitely see my hearing as something that interacts with my 
anxiety. [For example], when I was in high school, I found out that 
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on a day I was absent from math class, one of the students said, 
“Well it doesn’t matter anyway, because she’s not here even when 
she is here.” Which I think had a lot to do with how much I missed 
because I didn’t hear. But it definitely triggered anxiety ... I sure 
didn’t want to go back to class after that, definitely didn’t want to 
ask questions or volunteer answers in class if they might be redun¬ 
dant, etc. 

What I draw from these comments is that, although the participants iden¬ 
tify in various ways, all three prefer to name themselves in context rather 
than abstractly. One of my interview questions asked, “Does [the term 
mental disability] feel like it applies to you? Why or why not?” and—in 
that acontextual format—the question didn’t draw much response. On 
the other hand, as they were answering other questions about their work 
and their lives, Ty, Cal, and Phinnia made frequent references to their im¬ 
pairments or disabilities as a means to clarifying specific situations. An 
example of identification in context is Cal’s choice to claim the label 
crazy, saying that, after years of institutionalization, forced medication, 
and ECT (electroshock) therapy, she feels she has “earned the right” to 
this label, although she has been urged by family members not to use it. 

My question about the applicability of the term mental disability was 
not intended to be diagnostic, but it has some features in common with 
medical diagnosis—notably, its suggestion that it might provide a gener- 
alizable “truth” absent of context—which, I believe, is one reason par¬ 
ticipants rejected it. All three participants are familiar with the discursive 
and often oppressive nature of diagnosis. As a group, they have been di¬ 
agnosed, at various times, with “disorders” including anxiety, depres¬ 
sion, autism, multiple personality disorder (MPD), post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), bipolar disorder, catatonic schizophrenia, obsessive- 
compulsive disorder (OCD), and attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(AD/HD). I am presenting their diagnoses in a group in an attempt to dis¬ 
rupt the medical and individualistic model of disability that would sug¬ 
gest that we ought to try to match different people’s ways of learning and 
knowing to their diagnoses in a deterministic way. Although each partic¬ 
ipant refers to his or her diagnoses at various times, and in some cases 
chooses to claim one or another, this is not the most important informa¬ 
tion about them, and is more usefully considered as part of the rhetorical 
web within which they operate rather than as a set of labels that might 
determine some “truth” about them. For instance, Cal stated, “I really 
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try to de-emphasize my diagnoses when I write,” and explained her deci¬ 
sion this way: 

I think that people [general readers] really want to read things by 
someone like me that explore my personal experience, and they 
don’t consider that I can have anything to say other than personal 
experience, and that even if I did it would not be appropriate for 
me to do anything other than “interpret” autism for parents and 
professionals. But many people are open with their labels, or they 
are easily identified by others as having impairments that those 
others connect to decreased intellectual potential, and they are sys¬ 
tematically not taken seriously by the people who read their work. 

Here, Cal identifies one of the problems with being labeled, even by one¬ 
self. If the label is stereotypically considered to attach to “decreased in¬ 
tellectual potential”—as is true of most mental-disability diagnoses— 
then readers will tend to assume that the author’s work is merely 
anecdotal, of little scholarly or analytic value. This observation testifies 
to the influence of the personal/critical divide that persists in academic 
discourse, with an added twist by way of mental disability: if one is seen 
as having “decreased intellectual potential,” then one’s writing must be 
only personal, or merely personal, rather than a critical commentary. 
Thus, Cal’s published writing often sets aside the question of self-label¬ 
ing. For example, the bio attached to her acclaimed article “Critic of the 
Dawn” reads simply, “Cal Montgomery is an activist, writer, and speaker 
focusing on disability issues.” 

Despite their awareness of the problems posed by diagnosis, all of the 
participants expressed an attendant awareness of its importance in their 
material lives—in particular, its relevance to the medications and quality 
of care they can access. For example, Phinnia celebrated the arrival of a 
pain-related diagnosis with the blog-entry title “can has diagnosis nao 
YAY.” 11 Although chronic pain is often identified as a “physical” rather 
than a “mental” disability, it has many important ties to my broad defini¬ 
tion of mental disability, especially since health-care practitioners tend to 
treat people reporting pain with suspicion. The common stereotype is 
that pain conditions are “all in the head” and that a person seeking pain 
medication “just wants the drugs” (i.e., is an addict). As a result, ade¬ 
quate pain diagnoses can be extremely hard to obtain, and the search for 
such a diagnosis may be taken by medical practitioners as an indication 
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of mental disorder. Cal remarked on a similar diagnostic battle, one that 
resulted, like Phinnia’s, in a potentially useful diagnosis and treatment: 
“This summer I finally got my pain specialist to take me seriously, and I 
am now on a drug that is seriously debilitating—a lot of the time I am 
awake for maybe three hours a day and I am having nausea and so 
forth—but that is worth it to me because I can once again read.” Only 
rarely did participants self-identify by means of diagnostic labels; how¬ 
ever, all are well aware of the material importance of diagnosis in their 
lives. 


Identifying as a Scholar 

The question of how they might identify in relation to the term indepen¬ 
dent scholar seemed to engage participants more than the question of 
identifying their disabilities or impairments. The Gross and Gross defini¬ 
tion, discussed above, which suggests that an independent scholar should 
pursue “serious, intellectual inquiries outside academe, resulting in find¬ 
ings that have been accepted by fellow scholars as significant contribu¬ 
tions” (2) was addressed at length. Ty’s response to it focused on the 
problem of audience: 

In reading that definition, it seems to be validating independent 
scholarship by virtue of its acceptance as valuable to other schol¬ 
ars. A number of flaws in that definition jump out at me. For one, 
the expectation that an independent scholar’s work will result in 
“findings” to be evaluated by others seems to be assuming that in¬ 
dependent scholars have the same access to research funding, pub¬ 
lication and presentation options (e.g. at conferences) as those 
who have ties to academe. How else would other scholars have ac¬ 
cess to their ideas to validate and accept them? I am sure there are 
“independent scholars” (such as those who work or volunteer for 
non-profits or lobby groups) whose work does allow them to con¬ 
duct studies and publish findings, but to require that as a criterion 
seems to exclude the vast majority of non-academic scholars who 
might have valuable contributions to make. 

Another issue is that other scholars who accept and value an in¬ 
dependent scholar’s contribution may be, themselves, unattached 
to or alienated from academe. Would their acceptance “count”? 
This also brings us back to the first issue: if an independent scholar 
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accepts another’s work as valuable, that acceptance may not be 
presented in traditional scholastic ways, due to lack of access to 
publication. 

Here, Ty points out the paradox raised by the Gross and Gross definition. 
If an independent scholar is to produce work that is “accepted” as 
“significant” by fellow scholars, that scholar must be able to get his or 
her work to an audience of fellow scholars. Yet the access barriers that 
accompany life as an independent scholar—for instance, as Ty mentions, 
having little or no access to research funding or conferences—makes it 
much more difficult to locate and reach that audience. 

Moreover, as Ty points out, alternative audiences, such as those who 
attend community-organizing conferences or who operate mostly 
through public online communities, may be devalued. He offered an ex¬ 
tended example of his work with several community-organizing groups 
and questioned how that work might “merit the label ‘independent 
scholarship’ ” according to the Gross and Gross definition. 

I was a founding member of Al-Fatiha and, in 1998, was one of 
four people who were part of the first face-to-face meeting the 
group ever had (it was started and grew online, a fact which al¬ 
lowed it to become an international network for a very geograph¬ 
ically-scattered population). From the beginning, I posted fre¬ 
quently about topics relating to gender identity and feminism, as 
well as about religious and spiritual practice. As the online group 
grew into a grassroots organization, the founder, Faisal Alam, ap¬ 
pointed a shura (advisory board), of which I was a member until it 
was replaced by a Board of Directors. ... At the second Al-Fatiha 
conference, in 1999 in New York City, I co-presented on gender 
identity and its relevance to the larger LGBT Muslim population. 
My co-presenter, Faris Malik ... held a Master’s degree in German 
literature, so it could be argued that he had some academic back¬ 
ground; however, that did not provide a basis for validating his 
perspective on a topic so far removed from his academic field. 
Likewise, my own Master’s degree in Mass Communication did 
not give me academic credentials to justify my presentation about 
Islam and gender identity. Still, it could be argued that in the area 
of LGBT Muslim issues, Malik and I were both knowledgeable, 
contributed new perspectives, presented our ideas and were ac- 
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cepted by each other, at the least, and by the conference attendees. 
Some of the attendees could also be considered knowledgeable and 
have written and presented on LGBT Muslim topics themselves; 
however, to my knowledge, only one has ties to academe. 

Does this merit the label “independent scholarship”? Using the 
Gross and Gross definition, probably not. There is no record of 
any “acceptance” the attendees may have conferred upon Malik or 
me, or any that we conveyed upon each other. Even if there were a 
record of the “acceptance” of our work, an argument has to be 
made for the scholarship of the attendees in order for that “accep¬ 
tance” to carry any weight. Had I presented at an established aca¬ 
demic conference about Islam, religion, gender, or queer studies, 
there would be validation of my work with Al-Fatiha as scholar¬ 
ship of some sort. Yet it was highly unlikely that an established 
academic conference would invite a non-academically credentialed 
individual to present in the first place. 

Through this example, Ty illustrates what it means to exist at the margins 
of an academic system whose system of reward tends to operate through 
a process sometimes called “logrolling.” Even systems such as anony¬ 
mous peer review, which is supposed to be one of the main tools used by 
academe to maintain the integrity of scholarship, can be influenced by 
“personal friendships or animosities and desires to curry favor” (Rhode 
58). To put it simply, in the current academic system, the rich get richer. 
This is not a new observation; however, it is rarely noted in reference to 
independent scholars with disabilities, whose intersectional positions are 
met by multiple and sometimes unique barriers. 

Cal’s take on independent scholar was similar to Ty’s in her emphasis 
on the problematics of “acceptance” and audience. She wrote: 

I have a real problem with the idea that findings have to be accepted 
by fellow scholars as significant. I think peer review is to a great ex¬ 
tent the way that we know whether someone is a scholar, especially 
in fields like disability studies where people have such diverse back¬ 
grounds and so few people are really qualified to judge a given in¬ 
dividual’s work. ... I would consider a scholar someone who en¬ 
gages with a reasonably current (depending on the field) group of 
scholars, whether they are taking the significant contributions of 
others and working on them in a way that their peers would be 
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willing to consider a significant contribution if the work were pre¬ 
sented to the peers in a neutral way so that it could be considered 
without prejudice, or whether they are making contributions to 
which other scholars are responding. But I wouldn’t consider that 
someone who is frozen out by academics who are operating from 
prejudice would be a non-scholar, even though people from other 
disciplines might not be able to tell that they are a scholar. 

Here, Cal’s argument is much like Ty’s: that is, while there must be some 
set of common ways to measure the value of scholarly contributions, a 
definition that turns on “acceptance” ignores—in fact, conceals—the 
problem of access. She added that the access problem might extend to 
ways that people with certain kinds of disabilities are viewed before their 
work is even considered: for example, “I am regularly informed that 
people with IQ scores below 85 .. . cannot possibly benefit from postsec¬ 
ondary education and ought to be excluded from even open-enrollment 
schools.” The absurdity of this suggestion is belied by Cal’s own history: 
although her IQ was once measured (while she was institutionalized) and 
recorded as 80, she had a highly successful undergraduate career, was ac¬ 
cepted to competitive graduate schools, and studied and taught success¬ 
fully in graduate school for three years. Access barriers did influence her 
decision to leave grad school after three years, but it’s obvious that the 
problem was not her “intelligence.” 

Unlike Cal and Ty, Phinnia does not identify any of her work as schol¬ 
arly. Calling herself a “self-historian,” she explained: 

“Scholar” to me implies a research focus. (For example in the term 
“scholarly article,” which implies something in an academic jour¬ 
nal setting, frequently peer reviewed.) My work is better classed as 
either fiction or autobiography (depending on the setting), and al¬ 
though [the latter] often blossoms from research, it’s more subtly 
applied there, and [in the former case] doesn’t apply at all, because 
it’s coming from a personal space. Scholarly to me implies non¬ 
fiction. 

Phinnia’s definition of scholarship is therefore most in line with conven¬ 
tional academic definitions: “scholarship” is work that appears in aca¬ 
demic journals and does not come from “a personal space.” Although 
“personal”—even “fictional”—and “scholarly” work can intermingle in 
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some contexts, 12 this is not the case in Phinnia’s work. In fact, as our con¬ 
versations continued to unfold, it became clear that defining her writ¬ 
ing—both fictional and nonfictional—against “scholarly research” is a 
point of strength for her, as it affords her greater freedom of choice in 
genres and publication venues. 

Phinnia’s point that personal narrative operates differently from con¬ 
ventional scholarly research is certainly true from a practical standpoint: 
works such as Carolyn Ellis’s “evocative autoethnography” or Kathleen 
Stewart’s “cultural poesis” are the exception rather than the rule in aca¬ 
demic discourse. Moreover, as Ellis herself has pointed out, the pressures 
of the academic reward system may discourage scholars in less-estab¬ 
lished positions from working in experimental or genre-bending forms. 
In “Evocative Autoethnography,” Ellis looks back at the realist-ethno¬ 
graphic approach she took in her first book, Fisher Folk, and explains, 
“In 1979, I didn’t wonder why sociology, my chosen discipline, couldn’t 
be written more like a Tolstoy story; I couldn’t afford to. I had a disser¬ 
tation on fishing communities to finish, then a book to publish, then a 
tenure review to pass” (116-17). The pressure of being an “aspiring aca¬ 
demic” (Gappa and Leslie) may therefore be seen as limiting: as Phinnia 
noted, “I have a certain amount of personal and academic freedom that I 
enjoy given that I report to no one.” A similar advantage was noted by 
Ty: “I have the opportunity to screw up without a lot of people noticing, 
and without worrying about my professional reputation.” However, he 
also made it clear that, from his perspective, this is “the only major plus” 
of working outside the privileged reaches of academic discourse. 

Phinnia’s take on academic and writerly freedom is heavily influenced 
by her awareness of the limitations that editors, journals, and even gen¬ 
res themselves can place upon one’s writing. In a follow-up comment to 
my question “What feels most important about your written or scholarly 
work?” she emphasized the importance of “pleasjing] myself” above 
other priorities. 

I write everything for myself first (even the things I write for other 
people are written in a format to please myself). I think that’s an 
important distinction to make, because it contributes to something 
else I’ve mentioned, the fact that I’m not “responsible” to anyone 
else. It’s something I’m struggling with about publishing, because 
publishing often requires you to write to a certain spec and I’m try¬ 
ing to figure out how far I want to take that. To a word length is 
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one thing, but writing content is an entirely different animal. I 
have a lot of anxieties when it comes to editors and agents poten¬ 
tially changing things radically to make things “saleable.” I’m not 
meaning that in a “my work is all perfect” sort of way, but I do 
know that the demands of the “market” are often way different 
than my own “tastes.” The best example I can find is when they 
make a movie out of something and it’s been cut to ribbons? I 
don’t want that to happen to me. I wouldn’t be able to respect my¬ 
self. So that’s a big hurdle I have to clear, undoing the association 
between “professional publishing” and “tearing things apart.” 

In this statement, Phinnia foregrounds a concern shared by many aca¬ 
demic and creative writers: the problem of making one’s own perspective 
“saleable” for the marketplace. Perhaps for this reason, Phinnia’s mar¬ 
ketplace is decidedly alternative: she publishes in new genres including 
fan fiction and flash fiction ; 13 her poetry appears in small journals; and 
she generally does not aim for more conventional commercial or schol¬ 
arly audiences. This decision complicates the suggestion from Gross and 
Gross that an independent scholar’s work ought to be “accepted” by fel¬ 
low scholars. Phinnia’s work is indeed accepted, and enthusiastically; 
every piece of writing she publishes receives a torrent of admiring com¬ 
mentary on her blog. But she has chosen to build her own community of 
readers rather than attempt to conform to the more established (and 
more ableist) community of conventional academic and creative work. 


Isolation and Community 

The double-edged nature of scholarly freedom/isolation has received con¬ 
siderable commentary in writing about independent scholarship (Bell, 
“Independent Scholarship”; Sonenschein). Of the three participants, 
Phinnia seems to access most comfortably the writerly community of 
which she wants to be a part. For example, she is a member of numerous 
Internet communities devoted to her chosen genres; she also regularly 
takes part in community writing events near her home. This may be due, 
in part, to the fact that she identifies herself more as a creative writer than 
as a scholarly writer, and that communities for writers of her chosen gen¬ 
res have recently proliferated. By contrast, both Ty and Cal discussed at 
some length the barriers they have experienced in attempting to access 
conversations with like-minded academics. 
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For Cal, two spaces that present significant access barriers are class¬ 
rooms and conferences. Reflecting on her experience in graduate school, 
she wrote, “I used to really enjoy the intellectual give-and-take you could 
get in an active academic department, but since becoming unable to 
speak I’ve found it much harder to participate in that sort of thing: other 
people can silence me simply by turning their heads, and most people 
seem to want to do that.” (She had earlier explained that her ability to 
speak had been intermittent for years and “finally shorted out” in 2001.) 
Moreover, she understands little of what is said to her in an oral/aural 
context. For these reasons, both classrooms and conferences are highly 
inaccessible to Cal, and she has had a number of frustrating experiences 
at conferences, even ones that make significant efforts to be widely ac¬ 
cessible, including SDS and Autreat. 

Cal made the further point that, if one’s “access to human interac¬ 
tion” is already problematic, this can set off a cascading reaction in 
which other forms of access become less and less possible: 

Access to the contents of texts and the contents of lectures is a big 
one for me, and I believe for some other people. Yes, ADA/504 
should protect us, but if we aren’t well-networked, we run into sit¬ 
uations where we have to find a way to enforce our own rights, 
and we don’t always know how to do that.. .. Once we don’t have 
access to texts and lectures, we lose academic library access fairly 
quickly. (I would have library access if I went and pushed for it, 
but it’s unclear to me whether or how I would access interlibrary 
loan. Previously I had library access but no access to ILL.)... And 
because many of us are working in low-wage jobs or living on dis¬ 
ability payments (note that when I say “many of us” I am includ¬ 
ing myself as a part of the larger “us,” but I am luckier than many 
people and can buy used books pretty regularly), creating our own 
libraries can be difficult. I’m very lucky there, just as I am lucky to 
have been able to read well enough to get by in my undergraduate 
years without really understanding lectures, so long as I was will¬ 
ing to turn to books to find out what was probably happening. 

The cascading reaction Cal describes here begins with a single inaccessi¬ 
ble environment—a classroom. If a person has a disability that makes 
speaking, listening, or being taken seriously problematic, virtually every 
classroom in the United States will present access barriers. And the next 
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step usually required (in practice if not by law) is that this person will 
have to advocate for his or her own accommodations —despite the fact 
that communication itself is the arena of difficulty. Whether the next 
event is flunking out, dropping out, or a more euphemistic turn of events 
(such as “being academically withdrawn” from an institution), academic 
library access then disappears. And, as Cal points out, since many people 
with disabilities are already living on little money, the ability to build 
community by obtaining books and articles, and attending conferences, 
is often unfeasible. 

While it would seem that publicly available Internet groups and jour¬ 
nals could help bridge some of these gaps—as has been true for Phinnia— 
there are multiple problems with trying to attend, as Cal put it, “the Uni¬ 
versity of Google.” Most obviously, access to the Internet in the first 
place presents economic barriers. Even if one has reliable Internet access, 
much of the scholarship on the Internet is available only in password- 
protected spaces that require subscription. Subscriptions are available to 
individuals, but are extremely expensive; I think it’s safe to say that most 
people who access subscription-only academic journals do so via some 
form of institutional affiliation. Investigating further, we find that are 
subtler problems to online access as well. For example, Ty told this story 
about an Internet-based group he founded in 1999 called Iman (for les¬ 
bian, bisexual, and trans Muslims): 

[Iman] was active in 1999-2001 and then kind of petered out be¬ 
cause of the fact that Queernet—a site which hosted many of the 
GLBT email lists at that time—had a major crash and all list own¬ 
ers had to reset the lists from scratch. That meant that many 
groups ended very suddenly, including several of those crucial to 
my coming out. The Al-Fatiha “gaymuslims” list ended up moving 
to Yahoo groups, and others were added like “transmuslims,” 
which has totally changed the nature of the lists because they are 
not as well moderated now and end up being spammed often. 

The situation Ty describes is one example of the way that “infrastruc¬ 
ture,” in the sense used by Jeffrey Grabill, combines rhetorical and mate¬ 
rial effects to deny access. Once again, the rich get richer (or rather, the 
affiliated get even better affiliated)—in part because they (we) can rely on 
a level of consistency and safety in the materials and communities we ac¬ 
cess. If I am reading about Al-Fatiha in a scholarly database that includes 
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the journal Culture, Health & Sexuality (see Minwalla et al.), I can count 
pretty reliably on two things: first, the article will still be there tomorrow 
if I want to go back and read it again; and second, I will not be randomly 
spammed by hate speech. 

Ty’s discussion of academic isolation and community seems to reflect 
more emphasis on internal processes than Cal’s. Because of his hearing, 
he can, like Cal, be silenced “simply by [other people] turning their 
heads.” In Ty’s case, however, another significant barrier is his sense of 
not having a “right” to speak in scholarly conversations. He wrote: 

When I think of submitting an editorial or an article on a topic, I 
immediately feel that there is little to justify my taking up 
“space”—I can’t formulate an author bio that says “X is a profes¬ 
sor of-at-” or “X is director (or assistant director or other 

title) of-program/project at-.” There’s just “X has a lot of 

undocumentable knowledge about this topic.” Similarly, for me to 
blog about a topic, I’m addressing friends who aren’t necessarily in 
the same field and who are probably not all that interested in why 
Shi’a Islam’s support of sex changes is theoretically wonderful but 
in practice sometimes actually oppressive to women, gay men and 
transgender people; or a serious consideration of the effect of Face- 
book, Twitter and even blogging communities like Livejournal, on 
composition (as opposed to writing). I could definitely write on 
those topics and cultivate an audience of like-minded independent 
and academic scholars, but that again gets into “what right do I 
have to present my views and perceptions as having merit beyond 
myself and friends who are hopefully inherently interested (to 
some extent) in what I think?” 

From the way he describes this internal process, it’s clear that Ty is not 
presenting a straightforward assertion that he doesn’t have a right to 
speak in academic contexts. Rather, using scare quotes and other discur¬ 
sive markers, he is conducting an analysis of the feeling itself. As I have 
argued throughout this book, access is constructed through attitudes as 
well as physical structures. Attitudes may come directly from others, or 
may come from the imagined audience to, or for which, one composes. 
And if the audience Ty imagines is asking questions such as “What right 
do you have?” it’s unsurprising that he feels reluctant to begin the process 
of inquiry. Throughout our interview, I was repeatedly struck by the fact 
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that Ty and I viewed his work—including work that would meet even the 
conservative definition of “scholarship” offered by Gross and Gross— 
quite differently. For example, at one point, when explaining why he 
doesn’t consider most of his writing scholarly, he said, “Most of my 
knowledge is derived from reading others’ work. I do, sometimes, take 
that a step further in synthesizing that information and posing (and try¬ 
ing to answer) new questions. Yet, ultimately, it feels less like building on 
others’ scholarship and more like simply knowing about it.” To me, the 
process Ty describes—reading others’ work, synthesizing it, raising and 
addressing questions that stem from it—is a textbook (so to speak) defini¬ 
tion of scholarly writing. But the key word in his description, I believe, is 
feel: what I or anyone else thinks of his writing matters less than how he 
feels about it. And this feeling, in turn, sometimes prevents him from be¬ 
ginning potentially scholarly projects, such as editorials or articles . 14 

Interestingly, while Ty does not feel particularly welcome in tradi¬ 
tional academic arenas, he does a great deal of work in community-build¬ 
ing efforts that combine his skills in service, teaching, and research. His 
work with Al-Fatiha and True Spirit are two examples; in addition, at his 
local Unitarian Universalist (UU) congregation he carries out a great 
range of activities. These have included speaking on interfaith panels; 
presenting at Nehirim (a Jewish LGBT organization); doing teach-ins on 
Islam; and serving on many committees, including the UU’s new Com¬ 
mittee on Gender and Sexual Identities. He is also one of the most active 
members of the Stonewall Center Speakers Bureau at UMass-Amherst. 
Ty commented that his work in these arenas feels, in some ways, “more 
important” than traditional academic work, in the sense that his audi¬ 
ences for such activities “will take the information I offer and use it on 
the ground, with people in real-life situations.” Although community or¬ 
ganizing is a different endeavor than academic work, it is striking how 
similar Ty’s chosen responsibilities are to a conventional academic job: 
teaching, research, and service (and collegiality). 


A Way to Move: In/ter/dependent Scholarship 

As I researched the history and present status of independent scholarship 
in the United States, I found myself reminded repeatedly of the tradition’s 
prestigious history and of the importance, for many in this group, of 
identifying as independent. For example, in “The Noble Tegacy (and 
Present Eclipse) of Independent Scholarship,” Toni Vogel Carey notes the 


Price, Margaret. Mad at School : Rhetorics of Mental Disability and Academic Life, University of Michigan Press, 2011. 

ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/washington/detail.action?doclD=3414979. 

Created from Washington on 2020-02-21 17:45:07. 



Copyright ©2011. University of Michigan Press. All rights reserved. 


22 6 Mad at School 


“inessential role of the university” in the lives of thinkers including 
Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, Jesus, Galileo, Newton, Adam Smith, Jeffer¬ 
son, Darwin, and Einstein (8). And in “An Independent Scholar by Any 
Other Name,” Barbara Currier Bell suggests that the advantages accru¬ 
ing to professors emeriti might “sound familiar” to independent scholars, 
including (quoting from Richard Wentz) “speak[ing] to the designs of 
scholarship and education without fear of obsolescence, methodological 
ostracism, tenure reprisals, salary rebuffs, or other forms of political dis¬ 
dain” (3). Work by independent scholars does acknowledge a level of in¬ 
terdependence, and the existence of groups such as NCIS and CIS indi¬ 
cates that communal efforts are strongly valued. Yet independent retains 
a strong hold, for, as Mark Hineline puts it, otherwise an independent 
scholar may be considered “the poor cousin of the affiliated academic 
scholar” (qtd. in Bell, “An Independent Scholar” 3). It is reasonable that 
independent scholars wish to emphasize their strengths and advantages; 
this is a group that is undeniably undervalued in conventional academic 
discourse. Thus independent scholars are independent, and often fiercely 
so; as one independent scholar wrote in his or her response to Sonen- 
schein’s survey, “I live in poverty as a result of insisting on doing things 
my way . . . Doing satisfying intellectual and creative work, however 
slim, seems to have required this total idiosyncrasy” (51). 

However, I’m concerned about the way that disability—and more to 
the point, conversations about access—may interact with this insistence 
on “independence.” My concern stems in part from the lack of conversa¬ 
tion about disability in studies like Sonenschein’s 2004 survey: thus far, 
disability simply does not seem to be on the radar of organized associa¬ 
tions of independent scholars. Indeed, the urge to maintain “indepen¬ 
dence” at times produces direct disavowals of disability. Quoted in Gross 
and Gross’s 1983 study Independent Scholarship: Promise, Problems, and 
Prospects, psychologist Rachel Lauer has this to say: 

I suggest that you [the study authors] avoid any thought or lan¬ 
guage that creates the image of independent scholars as needy 
people whose interests must be served by others who are richer or 
more powerful. For example, I do not like to think of independent 
scholars as a “lost generation,” “wasted people,” “embittered, un¬ 
employable intellectuals,” “human tragedy,” “suffering from se¬ 
vere handicaps,” “displaced,” “unplaceable,” “discriminated 
against, “unable to get or hold a position in academia,” etc. I do 
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not like for us to see ourselves as one more minority group victim¬ 
ized by the establishment, outsiders looking in, unappreciated and 
needy, disadvantaged, etc. I do not want to be part of a group, 
much less identified with a group, which must be “helped, sup¬ 
ported, encouraged, recognized, served” by charitable others. As a 
psychologist in a “helping profession,” I have seen far too much 
damage—dependency, apathy, self-pity, inertia, paranoia, etc.— 
created by a helper-helpee reciprocity. (34) 

In this comment, Lauer acknowledges the marginality of independent 
scholars, indicating that they are not the “richer or more powerful” 
members of the academic community. But then the statement quickly 
moves to conflate this marginality with dependency, and dependency 
with charity. Lauer’s concern about being seen as part of a “displaced” or 
“unplaceable” group uses repeated metaphors of disability (“handicap,” 
“paranoia”) as well as terms often used to devalue disabled people (“em¬ 
bittered,” “tragedy,” “needy,” “self-pity”). In her passionate argument 
against treating independent scholars as “one more minority group vic¬ 
timized by the establishment,” Lauer assumes that marginalization must 
lead to dependency, and that dependency must be disabling. 

However, her assumption rests upon a fallacy: that the counterpart to 
independence must be de-pendence, and that all dependence is disabling. In 
contrast to Lauer’s view, DS engages in active questioning of the concept of 
“independence,” often resisting this notion in favor of some version of in¬ 
terdependence. Tobin Siebers offers a helpful gloss on this perspective: 

A focus on disability provides another perspective by representing 
human society not as a collection of autonomous beings, some of 
whom will lose their independence, but as a community of depen¬ 
dent frail bodies that rely on others for survival. Notice that de¬ 
pendence does not figure here as an individual character trait, as in 
the social contract model, but as a structural component of human 
society. . . . We depend on other human beings not only at those 
times when our capacities are diminished but each and every day, 
and even at those moments when we may be at the height of our 
physical and mental powers. (Disability Theory 182-83) 

The essay in which this quote appears, “Disability and the Right to Have 
Rights,” argues for establishment of disability, or “the fragility of the 
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mind and body” (183), as the theoretical cornerstone of human rights. 
While Western liberal traditions of thought posit that humans ought to 
have rights because of their prowess as individuals—whether that prowess 
is framed as being a “rational” thinker (Aristotle 1098a) or a “good man 
skilled in speaking” (Quintilian) or as having a “self-reliant” and “pri¬ 
vate” heart (Emerson 259)—Siebers upends this deep-seated ideology to 
suggest that humans ought to have rights precisely because of our lack of 
wholeness, our fragilities, our very dependence upon one another. 15 

As Siebers and other DS scholars have argued, the counterpart to in¬ 
dependence could well be understood as iwter-dependence, and could be 
seen as enabling—even empowering. 16 Moreover—and more salient to 
the present study—Lauer’s stance on the rhetorical position of an inde¬ 
pendent scholar disavows the possibility that such scholars might be sys- 
tematically denied access to full participation in academic spaces such as 
classrooms, conferences, or university presses. Here again, we see the 
rhetoric of “choice”: if one does not teach for pay, the assumption goes, 
one must have chosen not to do so. However, given the inaccessibility of 
teaching (and speaking, and writing) spaces available in academe, it be¬ 
comes evident that avoidance of these spaces may be a survival strategy 
rather than a true choice. That is, it may be a “choice” only in the sense 
of Hobson’s choice—the refusal of an intolerable option. 

Numerous calls for ways to revalue independent scholarship have 
come from both inside and outside academe. For example, in The Inde¬ 
pendent Scholar, Stephen Shapiro has proposed the formation of “micro¬ 
colleges,” institutions formed by small groups of independent scholars 
and run as nonprofits (47). In the Chronicle of Higher Education, Eliza¬ 
beth Welt Trahan has called for foundations and professional organiza¬ 
tions to include a category for independent scholars in their grant appli¬ 
cations, and to include independent scholars on their review boards. 
Some professional organizations have responded to the calls. The Mod¬ 
ern Language Association offers a book prize dedicated to works pro¬ 
duced by independent scholars, and Disability Studies Quarterly recently 
established itself as one of the few fully open-access peer-reviewed jour¬ 
nals. Other journals such as Kairos have been open-access from their be¬ 
ginning. I am heartened by these moves, but insist that much work re¬ 
mains to be done. This work must be an interdependent effort, coming 
from communities of independent scholars, academic institutions, and 
individuals who are not affiliated with organizations. In his final reflec- 
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tions on this chapter, Ty made a similar argument, in words more elo¬ 
quent than I could muster: 

When I finished reading, I was thinking about the fact that our (or 
at least my) lack of academic affiliation is a factor in participating 
in a study like this, where disability and challenges are being dis¬ 
cussed frankly. It seems a little like the SSDI/SSI catch-22: if I were 
affiliated with a university, I’m not sure I’d be as willing to put vul¬ 
nerable information about my challenges out there for public—es¬ 
pecially professional peer—digestion. The availability of that in¬ 
formation to academic employers and peers could (to use Cal’s 
great semantic distinction) create a disability (i.e., an imposed bar¬ 
rier) out of a limitation. Yet it also seems crucial for this kind of in¬ 
formation to be available so that accessibility can be improved. 
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Conclusion 


Mental disabilities permeate our cultural landscape with frequency and 
intensity. On network television, we have Monk, who has obsessive-com¬ 
pulsive disorder, and House, who commits himself to a psychiatric hos¬ 
pital at the close of the show’s fifth season. On premium cable, there’s 
Showtime’s The United States of Tara, whose protagonist is a housewife 
with dissociative identity disorder (DID); meanwhile, on HBO, In Treat¬ 
ment depicts a therapist’s sessions with his clients, including a trauma¬ 
tized fighter pilot and a suicidal gymnast, while the therapist himself has 
a panic attack at one point. In the nonflctional world of celebrities, 
Kirsten Dunst, Brooke Shields, and Halle Berry have announced that they 
have depression, while Axl Rose has discussed his bipolar disorder, and 
Herschel Walker has published a book about having DID. The onrush of 
attention to mental disability goes beyond the world of television and 
celebrities, entering the academic realm as well. Books such as Rampage: 
The Social Roots of School Shootings and Binge: What Your College Stu¬ 
dent Won’t Tell You proliferate on bookstore shelves, and a recent study 
by Richard D. Kadison and Theresa Foy DiGeronimo announces in its ti¬ 
tle that we are experiencing a “campus mental health crisis.” 

Kadison and DiGeronimo’s College of the Overwhelmed: The Cam¬ 
pus Mental Health Crisis and What to Do About It is one of the more 
measured of recent publications on this newly discovered “crisis.” Sensi¬ 
bly, the authors recommend that parents take steps such as evaluating 
schools’ mental health programs as carefully as they would examine “in¬ 
adequate chemistry labs or athletic facilities” (201); they also encourage 
students not to regard mental distress as “a personal weakness or char¬ 
acter flaw” (232). While much of what appears in College of the Over¬ 
whelmed is simply common sense, its practical tone is a welcome change 
from alarmist screeds that seek to diagnose “nutters” or “whack jobs” in 
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order to bar them from the classroom. Mental disability should no longer 
be considered the affliction of an aberrant few, but a regular feature of 
our contemporary culture. 

Despite this encouraging sign, and despite the glut of information on 
mental disability in popular and academic culture, we are still missing a 
careful examination of the ways that higher education clings to the no¬ 
tion that mental disability must be an aberration, something that emerges 
only rarely and, when it does emerge, should be stifled or expunged as 
quickly as possible. In this book, I have investigated the ways that men¬ 
tal disability is cast out of academic discourse—sometimes by rhetorical 
means as subtle as our educational debt to Cicero’s “right reason,” some¬ 
times by means as blatant as the refusal to accommodate students with 
mental illnesses in college classrooms. Often, the instruments of oppres¬ 
sion are difficult to discern because they are simply the way academic life 
operates “normally”: of course students should come to class; of course 
scholars should stand and deliver their research in front of groups (in a 
“collegial” manner); of course it’s okay to use terms like idiot, crazy, or 
even academic psycho-killer. Mad at School is a rhetorical study because 
I am fascinated by the ways that rhetoric can affect (and effect) relations 
of power, but also because I am heartened by the belief that attention to 
rhetoric gives us opportunities to intervene in systems of oppression and 
change those systems for the better. 

This book is intended to begin a conversation, not to serve as the final 
or authoritative word on mental disability in academe. As I wrote, I came 
across many research questions and topics that I hope will be taken up by 
similarly interested researchers. These include the following: 

• The intersectional operation of mental disability with factors in¬ 
cluding class, race, gender, and sexuality. Race and mental dis¬ 
ability, for example, is an extraordinarily rich area for continued 
rhetorical work. Anna Stubblefield’s impassioned “The Entan¬ 
glement of Race and Cognitive Disability” points out that black 
Americans are overrepresented in diagnoses of cognitive disabil¬ 
ity, yet underrepresented in inclusive education and support ser¬ 
vices. Stubblefield’s response is that we ought to “dispense with 
cognitive ability labeling” (533). I admire her conviction, al¬ 
though I am not persuaded this is the best course of action, given 
my belief in naming—and even diagnosis, sometimes—to em¬ 
power individual persons and pave a way toward liberation. But 
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I am hesitant making this argument, and know that much more 
work is needed in this area, as well as in many other areas that 
address the intersection of mental disabilities with other identity 
markers and labels. 

• Postcolonial and transnational studies of madness, violence, and 
“terrorism.” At the 2009 Society for Disability Studies confer¬ 
ence, I was inspired to hear Shaista Patel speak on the construc¬ 
tion of the “Brown Muslim body as ‘mentally ill.’” Patel argues: 

I am concerned with grasping how the category of mad¬ 
ness is invoked today, specifically in the post-9/11 geopo¬ 
litical context of the “West.” What is this invoking of 
“mental illness” doing in order to render the body of the 
so-called terrorist as knowable? What are the cultural im¬ 
plications of the act of questioning the category of mad¬ 
ness? 

The overlaps between colonialism, nation, race, and mental 
disability are tremendously complex and, so far, not studied 
nearly enough. A welcome exception is a 2007 special issue of 
Wagadu, edited by Pushpa Parekh and including a range of arti¬ 
cles that address gendered and postcolonial perspectives on dis¬ 
ability, including James Overboe’s “Vitalism: Subjectivity Ex¬ 
ceeding Racism, Sexism, and (Psychiatric) Ableism.” Another 
welcome exception is Ethan Watters’s Crazy Like Us: The Glob¬ 
alization of the American Psyche, which argues that American 
technologies of mental illness, and DSM in particular, force 
Western paradigms of disability and “illness” on all cultures and 
nations. 

• The uneasy relationship between queer and crip identities. 
Robert McRuer’s Crip Theory provides a groundbreaking foray 
into this issue, but further research is needed, especially as it per¬ 
tains to the intersection of mental disability and queer identity. 
To be queer (or, more exactly, “homosexual”) was, until 1973, 
classified as a mental illness by the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders. In the current revision of DSM, 
“Gender Identity Disorder” (GID) occupies a range of diagnos¬ 
tic spaces, and while this classification as a mental disorder is 
viewed by some as stigmatizing and oppressive, at the same time 
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it can provide a path to access. Persons diagnosed with GID may 
be able to access needed medical treatments, including hormone 
therapy and surgeries. This is the case because some health care 
providers will not provide treatment without first making a GID 
diagnosis, and because the few insurance companies that do 
cover sex reassignment treatments often make such coverage 
contingent upon a GID diagnosis. Moreover, courts have ruled 
in favor of transgender litigants, including youth and prisoners, 
when their GID diagnosis is presented as a “legitimate” medical 
condition for which treatment is medically necessary. 

Writing this book has brought me into the wildly divergent and often 
conflictual worlds of Mad Pride, the Journal of Orthopsychiatry, life 
writing on intellectual disability, and the International Conference on 
Human-Computer Interaction. Often I have felt like an outsider, un¬ 
qualified to participate in a given space; just as often, I have felt like too 
much of an insider, someone whose personal history with mental disabil¬ 
ity might cloud my judgment and make of me an overly biased apologist. 
My own disciplinary homes, rhetoric/composition and disability studies, 
have sustained me, because both disciplines are filled with people who 
care deeply about access, about what it means when theory lurches into 
life, about how to teach and communicate and learn. Also sustaining me 
have been the constant reminders that the questions I am raising need to 
be raised. This work has brought me into contact with students and col¬ 
leagues, friends and family, near-strangers on listservs and complete 
strangers represented in popular media, all recognizing that mental dis¬ 
ability is an important part of schooling, and that attention must be paid. 

I am afraid. I’m afraid that the attention paid will wind up reinforcing 
the powerful forces that wish to expel persons with mental disabilities 
from academic discourse. But I am also hopeful—equally hopeful, maybe 
even a little bit more hopeful. My hope is that persons with mental dis¬ 
abilities will remain a part of academe, as we have been for thousands of 
years, and that deeper understanding of our abilities and limitations, our 
place in the human world, might reshape academic culture. 

If academic discourses—especially kairotic spaces—are revised to be¬ 
come more accessible for people with mental disabilities, it will create 
changes that have been needed for a long time. For all its lofty and egali¬ 
tarian ideals, American academic culture generally operates as a “rich get 
richer” system, using grades, tenure, and rankings (of persons as well as 
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institutions) to construct and further its workings (Rhode). Calls for 
change to this system have been many. I argue that strong and thoughtful 
attention to mental disability in academic culture —not as a deficit or 
problem to be solved, but as a potentially rich source of knowledge—can 
help in this project. If we take access for mental disabilities seriously, we 
cannot help but consider changes such as greater reliance on structural 
collegiality (Philip Lewis); a proliferation of academic jobs beyond the 
conventional research-teaching-service triad; more flexible classroom 
structures; vigorous questioning of the ways that mental dis/ability is po¬ 
liced; and, in general, broader possibilities for the pace, structure, and 
content of our academic “productivity.” For quite some time people have 
been saying, “There are a lot of things wrong with the current academic 
climate”; the changes I am calling for are ones that can help redress some 
of these problems. 

If we wish to change the educational system, we will need all our 
minds. 
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Appendix A 

Course Objectives with Space for Annotation 
(English 286, “Investigation,” Spring 2008) 


Your thoughts on this 
objective (January) 

Your thoughts on this 
objective (April) 

Objective 



Identify an issue that you perceive to be 
important and underexplored. Shape 
your thoughts on this issue into a clear, 
focused research question. 



Identify audiences and publications for 
whom your research question is relevant. 



Gather and evaluate appropriate evi¬ 
dence through various methods, includ¬ 
ing textual research, interviews, and ob¬ 
servation. 



Analyze evidence by means of methods 
including textual analysis, coding, or 
thematic grouping. 



Develop and articulate a considered 
stance (thesis) stemming from your re¬ 
search question. 



Incorporate evidence effectively into 
your writing, with attention to audience, 
genre, ethical and stylistic considera¬ 
tions, and accurate citation. 



Write up research in styles appropriate 
for various genres/contexts, including 
academic and journalistic. 
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Appendix B 

Instructions on Annotation 


“To annotate” means to write on something as you read it. I will construe 
“write” broadly: in other words, annotation may or may not mean phys¬ 
ically placing pen to page. If you would like to use an alternative method, 
such as tape-recording your thoughts as you read, please let me know so 
we can set up a way for me to access your annotations. 

The purpose of annotating is to record your own ideas, questions, and 
interpretations as you read. That way, you won’t look at something a few 
weeks after reading it and wonder, “What was this about again? What 
did I think of it?” 

Annotation is one of the best strategies you can use as a student—or 
a reader of any text—to get the maximum possible “bang for your 
buck.” You’ll develop your own method as you get more experienced in 
annotation. If you would like a step-by-step method, try this one: 

• What is my response to each paragraph? Responses can be para¬ 
phrases, comments, or questions. Record your thoughts as you 
read—at least a few lines per paragraph. It’s fine if a “thought” 
is somewhat unformed, such as “I don’t get this.” (Try to include 
some information about exactly what you don’t get, or why you 
don’t get it. Is the language getting in the way? Is the author re¬ 
ferring to other works, people, or ideas you aren’t familiar with? 

Do you disagree with what’s being said, and/or have an alternate 
interpretation?) 

• What are the author’s sources of evidence? Note them as you go 
along. 
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• How does the author structure this article? Note structural cues as 
you go along. (For example, “The analysis of this topic can be di¬ 
vided into two parts.” Or, “First I discuss . . . then I discuss . . .”) 

• When you’ve finished, write a two- or three-sentence summary 
of the article. My personal preference is to write this somewhere 
on the first page, so I can easily see it when I look back at the ar¬ 
ticle. 

• What is the thesis or major argument of this article? Write a 
paraphrase (not a quote!). 

• Finally, if you haven’t already written down some questions, list 
two or three questions the article inspires you to ask. 
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Notes 


Introduction 

1. Interestingly, stories of encounters with mentally ill persons often take 
place on public transportation. This is ironic in view of the fact that public tran¬ 
sit is notoriously inaccessible to persons with disabilities—and, although general 
opinion may not recognize it, this includes persons with mental disabilities. For 
an account of the problem and accommodation suggestions, see “Getting There: 
Helping People with Mental Illnesses Access Transportation,” www.samhsa.gov. 

2. The supposed relationship between mental illness and violent behavior has 
been copiously studied. A review of the literature over the last decade or so indi¬ 
cates that the most significant risk factors for violent behavior include “demo¬ 
graphic characteristics, socioeconomic status, [and] past violence,” while “psy¬ 
chiatric symptoms such as delusional beliefs are relatively weak or inconsistent 
predictors” (Skeem et al.). However, the commonsense link between mental dis¬ 
ability and violence not only remains firm, but is actually strengthening. In their 
study of mental health policy in the United States since 1950, Richard G. Frank 
and Sherry A. Glied found that the percentage of people who perceived a link be¬ 
tween mental illness and violent behavior nearly doubled between 1950 and 1996, 
from 7.2 to 12.1 percent (136-37). The madness-violence relationship is discussed 
at more length in chapter 4. 

3. Chapter 1 examines in detail the economic, social, and political structures 
that have motivated various revisions of DSM. 

4. My definition of “academic discourse” draws upon the theories of Michel 
Foucault, James Paul Gee, and Norman Fairclough, and is elaborated more fully 
in chapter 1. Briefly, I understand academic discourse to be the languages, sym¬ 
bols, genres, practices, and ways of knowing that govern relations of power and 
knowledge in spaces of learning. For the purposes of this book, the “spaces of 
learning” examined are mainly those of U.S. higher education. Although I gener¬ 
ally refer to “academic discourse” in the singular, it should be understood that 
academic discourse is not monolithic; it is an interconnected web of discourses, 
and overlaps with various other discourses, including medical discourse. 

5. I am indebted to the members of the DS_RHET-COMP listserv, especially 
Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson, for helping me work out the connection between topoi 
and rhetorics of mental disability. 
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6. Within this 46 percent, the most common disorders were alcohol use dis¬ 
orders (20 percent), followed by personality disorders (18 percent), anxiety disor¬ 
ders (12 percent), and mood disorders (rr percent). 

7. Although this rise has sensationally been labeled an “epidemic,” in fact it 
may simply be an “epidemic of discovery” (Grinker 37). The increase in diag¬ 
noses has been closely studied and appears to be due to a number of factors, in¬ 
cluding legislation that led to extensive mainstreaming of students with various 
kinds of disabilities; the 1990 addition of a specific category to identify autism- 
spectrum disorders within special education (Shattuck); and the potential for so¬ 
cial networks to influence whether or not a child is identified as autistic (Liu, 
King, and Bearman). 

8. See Christensen; Dajani; Linton, chap. 2; Titchkosky, “Disability”; Trent, 
introduction; and Zola. 

9. I use the term bodymind to emphasize that although “body” and “mind” 
usually occupy separate conceptual and linguistic territories, they are deeply in¬ 
tertwined. This theory is drawn in part from Babette Rothschild’s The Body Re¬ 
members. Although Rothschild’s usage refers to persons who have experienced 
trauma, I believe it can be usefully applied to persons with mental disabilities of 
all kinds, for—as I argue throughout this book—our problems are in no sense 
“all in our minds.” If it weren’t so unwieldy, I would be tempted to use something 
like psycbobiosocialpoliticalbodymind. 

10. Just as this book was going to press, the autism clock was removed from 
the website. When I wrote to inquire, I received a notice that it has “been brought 
to our attention that the autism clock was offensive to some members of the 
autism community.” In addition, the domain name of the website was changed 
from fightingautism.org to thoughtfulhouse.org. While limited, these measures 
indicate that the hard work of neurodiverse activists is being noticed. 

11. Stimming, short for “self-stimulating,” is a self-soothing repetitive activ¬ 
ity that may be practiced by persons with a variety of disabilities, including 
autism, obsessive-compulsive disorder, or anxiety. 

12. For more on the apparitional nature of mental disabilities, see Mont¬ 
gomery, “Critic of the Dawn” and “A Hard Look at Invisible Disability,” and 
Samuels. For more on the apparitional nature of disability and illness generally, 
see Myers, “Coming Out” and Siebers, “Disability as Masquerade.” 

Chapter 1 

1. Facilitated communication (FC) is a method of linguistic support that fos¬ 
ters the communicative abilities of persons who do not use more conventional 
communication methods, such as oral speech, signed language, or writing. Often, 
these are persons with cognitive or psychiatric disabilities. The Facilitated Com¬ 
munication Institute at Syracuse University explains that FC “entails learning to 
communicate by typing on a keyboard or pointing at letters, images, or other 
symbols to represent messages. Facilitated communication involves a combina¬ 
tion of physical and emotional support to an individual who has difficulties with 
speech and with intentional pointing (i.e., unassisted typing).” Further informa- 
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tion is available from sources including the Institute on Communication and In¬ 
clusion at Syracuse University. 

2. In CD A, text is often construed broadly to mean something akin to 
“communicative practice.” For example, Gunther Kress and Theo van 
Leeuwen have conducted extensive discourse analyses of images, websites, and 
other multimodal forms of discourse. Fairclough’s own analyses are usually 
linguistic. 

3. See Linton’s Claiming Disability, chap. 2 (“Reassigning Meaning”), for a 
fuller discussion of the ways that these and other linguistic features affect the con¬ 
struction of disability through discourse. 

4. For an insightful analysis of the “good man speaking well” in terms of 
Deaf politics, see Brueggemann’s Lend Me Your Ear. 

5. Periodically, revisions of editions appear; for instance, DSM-III-R (3rd 
ed., revised) was published in 1987, and DSM-IV-TR (4th ed., text revision) was 
published in 2000. 

6 . Critiques of DSM-IV have followed. For example, Marie Crowe argues 
that DSM-IV constructs an implicit standard of normality based upon four un¬ 
stated criteria: productivity, unity, moderation, and rationality. 

7. Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s Staring: How We Look discusses in detail 
the ways that the power relations of “the gaze” are transformed when one con¬ 
siders the power of the gazed-upon subject to stare back. 

8. Although Ellsworth does not reference disability in this passage, her arti¬ 
cle acknowledges disability as another factor that disrupts the presumption of the 
“reasonable” classroom subject (300). 

9. As the following discussion shows, rhetorical studies are rife with 
metaphors based upon sensory abilities, particularly seeing and hearing. To the 
extent possible, I have tried to use language such as “perceive” or “receive”; 
where I use terms such as “listen” or “race-blind,” these usually come from the 
author under discussion. Further discussion of the habit of conflating sensory 
ability with knowledge can be found in Vidali, “Seeing What We Know.” 

10. While Lee’s study focuses primarily on classroom discourse, Ratcliffe’s 
examines arenas including public debate and scholarly writing as well as class¬ 
room exchanges. 

11. This concern is also addressed in chapter 4, which focuses on school 
shootings. 

12. I elaborate the significance of the nondisabled “view from nowhere” in 
“Accessing Disability.” 

13. Aided by the insights of Melanie Yergeau, described below, I have begun 
to think of this aspect of teacherly discourse as “the reveal.” For example, in 
“From Trauma to Writing,” Marian M. MacCurdy introduces a student as fol¬ 
lows: “ [A] tall, handsome, but mute young man sat with his arms crossed in my 
classroom for weeks without saying a word—to me or to anyone else ... In office 
hours, he finally told me what was troubling him” (177). During this revelation, 
which turned out to be the death of a sibling, “he stared at me with brittle eyes” 
(177). In the same volume, an article titled “Writing about Suicide” indicates that 
the teacher of a course, Jeffrey Berman, “sought to determine the identity of the 
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unknown diarist” from a class titled “Literary Suicide” in order to see if the stu¬ 
dent would be willing to coauthor an essay exploring the issue further (Berman 
and Schiff 294). I do not dispute the authors’ claims that writing can have healing 
properties for students with mental disabilities, and I applaud Berman’s desire to 
coauthor with his student rather than simply render him as a character in the ar¬ 
ticle. However, I also want to call attention to the rather avid energy with which 
we, as teacher-scholars, seem to seek out these students, to identify or diagnose 
them, and the regularity with which we fail to identify or diagnose ourselves. It 
seems to me that, at times, our efforts to “listen” are in fact a form of noncon- 
sensual fetishization. While this is not always the case, I am troubled by how sel¬ 
dom teacher-scholars writing on mental disability even pause to consider this 
possibility. 

14. For further discussion of the problem now commonly referred to in mi¬ 
nority studies as “add-and-stir,” see Erevelles, “In Search of the Disabled Sub¬ 
ject”; Harding; Martin. 

Chapter 2 

1. This statement is meant to indicate the general habit of educational stud¬ 
ies to omit mental disability; by no means is it unqualified. Studies and narratives 
that do focus on mental disability are included below. 

2. I discuss online learning spaces in the next section, “Participation.” 

3. It should be noted that the NEO PI-R is designed for use on individuals 
without “overt pathopsychology” (Costa and McCrae). However, a critique of it 
in terms of mental disability remains relevant, for its very design is rooted in the 
notion that humans can be divided into two camps: the “normals” and those with 
“psychopathology.” In other words, the instrument reinforces an individualized 
and medicalized model of disability while also claiming to leave disability out of 
the equation. 

4. Tobin Siebers has explored in depth the problems of presuming that per¬ 
sons with disabilities are narcissistic in the article “Tender Organs, Narcissism, 
and Identity Politics.” 

5. For the purposes of this chapter, I am referring to “participation” as what 
takes place once a student enters the classroom, whether virtually or physically. 
In some educational literature, “participation” is used to refer to whether stu¬ 
dents actually come to class or not—an issue I have identified as “presence.” 

6. Feldmann’s study was published in fall 2001, and hence predates the new 
discursive aura that has arisen around terrorism since September n, 2001; it also 
predates the mass shootings at Virginia Tech (2007), Northern Illinois University 
(2008), and the U of Alabama-Huntsville (2010). I discuss the recent emphasis on 
violence in academic discourse in chapter 4. 

7. Although not cited by Nussbaum et al., many works explore the possibil¬ 
ities of listening, agreement, and locating common ground in the classroom. Ex¬ 
amples include Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope (bell hooks) and 
Rhetorical Listening: Identification, Gender, Whiteness (Krista Ratcliffe). 
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8. I am grateful to Timile Brown for reading and commenting upon this 
chapter, including my account of her, which has been revised in response to her 
feedback. 

9. I give full credence to Timile’s account, but also note that I have had dif¬ 
ferent experiences with this school’s support services, and have served as a mem¬ 
ber of its Office of Disability Services Community of Practice. My efforts to fos¬ 
ter greater recognition and more effective accommodations for students with 
mental disabilities have been met with interest and concrete efforts. I also note 
that my privilege as a faculty member may be a factor in the differences between 
my and Timile’s experiences. 

10. I have elaborated further on the value of “overcoming” stories as poten¬ 
tial gestures of agency by students with disabilities in the article “Disability Stud¬ 
ies Methodology.” 

11. Although Adam J. Banks’s Race, Rhetoric and Technology does not en¬ 
gage disability directly, his multidimensional theory of access and approach to de¬ 
sign as an emancipatory practice offer important insights for all teachers, espe¬ 
cially those interested in accessible classroom design. 

12. Disclosure is highly charged and complex. Other aspects of disclosure are 
addressed in the introduction, which discusses language and terminology, and 
chapter 3, which discusses disclosure from the faculty member’s point of view. 
Further rhetorical consideration of this issue as it pertains to students is available 
from Amy Vidali’s qualitative study “Rhetorical Hiccups: Disability Disclosure in 
Letters of Recommendation,” which focuses on an unusual data set: letters of rec¬ 
ommendation written on behalf of a student with a traumatic brain injury. 

13. Sometimes an unfamiliar mode will lead to humorous exchanges. For ex¬ 
ample, I once exchanged a couple of text messages with a student who was 
searching for the room where her final project had been stored. I gave her direc¬ 
tions, then walked into our classroom two days later to find her regaling a group 
of her peers with the tale of what it was like to receive a TM from a professor: “It 
was like getting a text message from Moses.” Although I enjoy being compared 
to Moses, I also look forward to the day when my TMs with students are seen as 
a more ordinary part of our communication together. 

14. When I was taking tenth-grade chemistry (and struggling miserably), my 
teacher, Francis Broadway, gave us an unexpected assignment: “Illustrate Le 
Chatelier’s Principle in a short story.” Le Chatelier’s Principle states, basically, 
that a system at equilibrium, when subjected to a change, will reach a new and 
different equilibrium. I received an A+ on my story (and a C in the class). More 
to the point, I cannot describe how affirmed I felt by this assignment, and the 
fact that I was able to perform it successfully. Perhaps even more to the point, I 
still remember—twenty-five years later—the name of the principle and what it 
means. 

15. See also Dunn’s cowritten webtext with Kathleen Dunn De Mers, “Re¬ 
versing Notions of Disability and Accommodation.” This article provides many 
examples of multimodal exercises as well as a section on accessible web design. 

1 6. This device is called a frequency-modulation (FM) microphone. 
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Chapter 3 

1. The official press release announcing this measure may or may not be in¬ 
dicative of the Bush administration’s general attitude toward disability rights. 
However, it is interesting to note that the release, titled “President Bush Signs 
S. 3406 into Law,” is one sentence long. By contrast, a proclamation made on the 
following day, to designate September 27 “National Hunting and Fishing Day,” 
is six paragraphs long. 

2. Carol Moeller has written and spoken insightfully about the intersections 
of “productivity” with academic discourse and mental disability. One such pre¬ 
sentation was “‘Psychiatric’/Psycho-Social Disabilities for Critical Conscious¬ 
ness: Human Costs of ‘Productivity’ and ‘Speed,’ ” presented at the Society for 
Disability Studies Conference in 2009. 

3. I discuss this commonsense belief in more detail in chapter 4. 

4. Based on my own anecdotal experience, I have found that students are 
more likely to be amenable to this suggestion than are faculty colleagues. How¬ 
ever, I have had successful meetings with both students and colleagues via instant- 
message. The impact of instant-messaging in workplace environments, including 
academic spaces, is receiving increasing attention. Examples include the several 
contributions to the panel “I Think, Therefore IM” from the 2002 Conference on 
Human Factors in Computing Systems, as well as Joseph M. McCarthy and 
danah m. boyd’s research on the use of a “chat” program at an academic confer¬ 
ence (discussed in more detail below). There is also a long-standing stream of re¬ 
search in educational disciplines, including rhetoric and composition, regarding 
the use of online synchronous communication (“chat”) in the classroom, an issue 
discussed at more length in chapter 2. 

5. The Affordable Care Act, signed in March 2010, is designed to prevent de¬ 
nial of coverage based on pre-existing conditions: for children starting in 2010, 
and for adults starting in 2014. 

6. Lecturers at the University of Michigan have since unionized, and have 
won significant gains. See http://www.leounion.org for more information. 

7. I leave “violent behavior” aside for now, although I note the familiar way 
it is coupled with mental illness. Chapter 4 addresses the supposed link between 
mental disability and violence in detail. 

8. A similar rhetorical separation often occurs when the topic is students with 
mental disabilities; see chapters 2 and 4 for more discussion of this phenomenon. 

9. An extended discussion of SDS access efforts, including the materials ac¬ 
cess center and the personal assistance service, appears in “Making Conferences 
Accessible: Experiences from 1995 SDS” by Susan Stoddard, Devva Kasnitz, and 
Lisa Wahl. Further commentary on SDS accessibility appears in chapter 6. 

10. SDS is not experienced so positively by all persons. Cal Montgomery, 
whose work is discussed further in chapter 6, has called SDS an “access night¬ 
mare.” In addition, each annual meeting of SDS is regularly followed by discus¬ 
sion on its listserv of various access problems that occurred. However, the very 
existence of such conversations, which are usually absent from other professional 
societies’ discussions of conferences, is encouraging. 
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11. The APHA publishes a different “Accessibility Guide” each year for its 
annual conference. The version used in this study was the 2007 guide for a meet¬ 
ing taking place in Washington, DC. 

12. This assumption that the agonistic exchange is a key—even the only— 
path to knowledge is often reflected in pedagogical as well as conference designs. 
I discuss its application in pedagogical designs in chapter 2. 

13. For a more detailed description of proactive displays, see McDonald et 
al., “Proactive Displays.” 

14. In the six years between the “backchannel” experiment and this book’s 
publication, the emergence of Twitter has created a digital backchannel at virtu¬ 
ally every academic conference. Some conferences, including the Conference on 
College Composition and Communication, establish a hashtag and display the 
feed at the conference. 

15. Actual numbers are no doubt higher than reported numbers. However, 
it’s pretty evident that faculty with disabilities are underrepresented. Moreover, as 
discussed in more detail below, the low reportage rate indicates other possible 
concerns, including fear of disclosure. 

1 6. In the final chapter of Moving Beyond Prozac, DSM, and the New Psy¬ 
chiatry, “Epilogue: Postpsychiatry Today,” Bradley Lewis offers a similar prag¬ 
matic and paradigmatic sketch of ways to change the discipline and profession of 
psychiatry, arguing that smaller “strategic efforts” can effect immediate change 
while also “lay[ingj the groundwork for a future larger-scale paradigm switch” 
(165). 

17. In 2008, Sean P. Murphy published an edited collection of ethnographies 
by instructors at teaching-intensive schools (Academic Cultures: Professional 
Preparation and the Teaching Life). Murphy’s introduction cites the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching classification, which reported in 
2005 that, of the 4,382 schools it counted, only 278 (about 6 percent) were 
classified as “research university”; the remaining 94 percent were classified as 
“associate’s colleges, master’s colleges and universities, baccalaureate colleges, 
special focus institutions, tribal colleges, and other institutions” (8). Murphy ar¬ 
gues that we should value this diversity in higher-education employment, rather 
than consider it “a problem to redress,” and that we should better prepare grad¬ 
uate students to make choices in the current academic culture, rather than pre¬ 
tend that everyone is headed toward—or would prefer—a research-intensive job 
( 7 - 9 ). 

Chapter 4 

1. Since these two highly publicized events, more mass attacks have oc¬ 
curred in the United States, some of them in academic settings. The shootings by 
Amy Bishop at the University of Alabama-Huntsville (UAH) occurred as this 
book was going to press. A bit earlier, in April 2009, seventeen people were shot 
at the American Civic Association in Binghamton, New York, by “Vietnamese 
immigrant” Jiverly Wong (McFadden). The politics of stigmatization, especially 
along lines of disability and race, continue to unfold. For example, shortly after 
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the UAH shootings, a commenter, posting under the name “mainiac” on a blog 
sponsored by the Chronicle of Higher Education, referred to “ACADEMIC PSY¬ 
CHO-KILLERS.” And shortly after the shootings at the American Civic Associa¬ 
tion, a website with the domain name jiverlywong.com was launched, with the 
apparent purpose of publicizing hate speech about Wong. One of the “email com¬ 
ments” printed on the site read, “Herro, My name is Jiverly Wong, can please 
herp me ream engrish so people stop raughing at me, STOP RAUGHING AT 
ME.” As of this writing, jiverlywong.com has been taken down; the “ACA¬ 
DEMIC PSYCHO-KILLERS” comment remains. 

2. I am grateful for the comments on this chapter by an anonymous reader 
from the Virginia Tech faculty, as well as for “insider” accounts like Kathleen 
Jones’s and Patricia Mooney Nickel’s. Such responses and accounts have helped 
me work through many questions and concerns while working on this chapter. 
Like Nickel, I believe that “organizational life, including academia, disguises nor¬ 
mative violence as personal failure” (175; see also Butler, Precarious Life). Con¬ 
sideration of the normative violence that surrounds sudden violent events may 
help bring needed change to our educational institutions. However, narratives of 
individual blame, mythologies of mad violence, and elaborate “preparedness” 
scenarios will not. 

3. This phenomenon is not confined to school shootings. For example, in 
August 2008 the Neiv York Times published an article headlined “In Anthrax Sci¬ 
entist’s E-mail, Hints of Delusions.” The article acknowledges that the scientist in 
question, Bruce E. Ivins, had not yet been convicted of the crime of sending an¬ 
thrax through the mail and killing five people in 2001, but immediately adds, 
“The messages do, however, show that Dr. Ivins privately confided to an 
unidentified co-worker that he was deeply troubled” (Lipton). 

4. Tanya Titchkosky has commented insightfully on the ways that headlines 
direct the attention of their audiences: headlines, according to Titchkosky, “ex¬ 
plicitly participate in governing our ways of noticing, taking interest in some¬ 
thing, and explaining it” (Reading 120). This study is indebted to her careful 
analysis of both popular media and governmental reports in Reading & Writing 
Disability Differently. 

5. Although outside the scope of this chapter, it should be noted that similar 
moves, particularly in reference to the intersectional operation of madness, race, 
and nationality, have been made in popular media accounts of Muslim “terror¬ 
ists.” Shaista Patel has pointed out that in such accounts “the bounded space of 
the nation, as a vulnerable nation, is produced in relation to the body of the ‘in¬ 
sane terrorist’ who has crossed the borders and is now amidst the bodies which 
must be protected.” 

6. For more on the use of darkness and goth imagery to stigmatize school 
shooters, with specific focus on the Columbine High School shootings, see Berres, 
“Everybody is their Enemy.” 

7. Other sources that address this inequity, in addition to Patterson, are 
Michael Eric Dyson’s “Uglier Than Meets the Eye” (Chicago Sun-Times) and the 
film Tough Guise: Violence, Media & the Crisis in Masculinity, directed by Sut 
Jhally (Media Education Foundation). 
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8. Large-scale studies have confirmed that there is a significant gap between 
the number of college students with mental disabilities and the number who seek 
treatment. Blanco et al. found, in a 2008 analysis of the National Epidemiologic 
Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions (numbering over 43,000 respondents), 
that about 46 percent of college-attending individuals reported having had a psy¬ 
chiatric disorder in the year prior to data collection. Yet fewer than 25 percent 
overall had sought treatment in that year. 

9. See the next section for a discussion of research on the possible link be¬ 
tween mental illness and violence. 

10. A less extreme stance has been proposed by some in the social-work and 
public-health fields: self-reporting by students with mental disabilities. Re¬ 
searcher Anna Scheyett is in the process of conducting a study of students at the 
University of North Carolina Chapel Hill who have completed “advance direc¬ 
tives” regarding their mental health. An advance directive is a document, not un¬ 
like a living will, that allows one to record instructions for future mental-health 
care or to name a proxy who can serve as decision-maker if one experiences an 
“incapacitating psychiatric crisis” (Elbogen et al. 274). Whether or not such di¬ 
rectives will be used in ways that respect their authors’ civil rights remains to be 
seen. 

11. A recent study that examines such perceptions, and reviews much of the 
relevant literature, is Better but Not Well: Mental Health Policy in the United 
States Since 1950 by Richard G. Frank and Sherry A. Glied, especially chapter 7, 
“Assessing the Well-Being of People with Mental Illness.” Studies that focus on 
media depictions include “Media Depictions of Mental Illness: An Analysis of the 
Use of Dangerousness” by Ruth Allen and Raymond G. Naim, and “People 
Never See Us Living Well: An Appraisal of the Personal Stories about Mental Ill¬ 
ness in a Prospective Print Media Sample” by Raymond G. Naim and John H. 
Coverdale. 

12. The “ECA study” is Swanson et al., “Violence and Psychiatric Disorder 
in the Community. ” 

13. Patricia Mooney Nickel astutely points out that, in an atmosphere of nor¬ 
mative violence (Butler), everyday traumas may become more evident when a 
highly visible shared trauma has just occurred. In the days and weeks following 
the shooting at Virginia Tech, she writes, “Suddenly I heard from varying VT fac¬ 
ulty members about heartbreak, stress, guilt, rage, difficulties sleeping, financial 
troubles, over-medication, alcoholism, extramarital affairs, fatigue, and career 
suicide; none of these expressions of pain were specifically related to the shoot¬ 
ings, but were instead preexisting—only the permission to discuss them was new” 
(170). 

14. Although “academic” and “creative” writing are arguably separate do¬ 
mains, in this situation they come together, as the topic of concern is students and 
teachers in creative writing classrooms. 

15. See Miller, “Fault Lines in the Contact Zone” (1994) and “The Nervous 
System” (1997). 

1 6. Miller’s extended meditation on the U.S. “war on terror” as it relates to 
campus shootings invites consideration of another point that went largely un- 
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acknowledged in the many representations of the events at Virginia Tech and 
NIU: that the literal wars being waged by the United States are exacting a heavy 
price, not only in lives and physical injuries, but in mental wounds as well. In 
2004, the New England Journal of Medicine published an article titled “Combat 
Duty in Iraq and Afghanistan, Mental Health Problems, and Barriers to Care” 
that found that members of U.S. combat infantry units returned from duty in Iraq 
and Afghanistan with extraordinarily high rates of major depression, generalized 
anxiety, and PTSD. The study also found significant barriers to care, including 
stigmatization (Hoge et ah). In 2007, two veterans’ groups filed suit against the 
Department of Veterans Affairs alleging inadequate care. Among the evidence 
presented in the trial was an email written by Ira Katz, the VA’s mental health di¬ 
rector, which read in part, “Shh! Our suicide prevention coordinators are identi¬ 
fying about 1000 suicide attempts per month among the veterans we see in our 
medical facilities. Is this something we should (carefully) address ourselves in 
some sort of release before someone stumbles on it?” (Leopold). U.S. district 
judge Samuel Conti heard and eventually dismissed the case on the grounds that 
there was no existing consensus on what “timely” processing of benefits and care 
should mean. As of this writing, the veterans’ groups have filed an appeal. 

Chapter 5 

1. Examples include Janz; Mintz; Miner; Rimmon-Kenan; and Garland- 
Thomson, “Shape Structures Story.” 

2. I refer to each text’s author-narrator by authorial name, although, as I will 
show, each works that hyphen in her own way. 

3. Visual structure is an important part of some of the works discussed; in 
block quotations, I have included double paragraph breaks, typefaces, and sym¬ 
bols as the authors use them. 

4. As Slater elaborates her metaphorical choice, noting that her past diag¬ 
noses have included BPD, PTSD, bipolar disorder, OCD, depression, and Mun¬ 
chausen’s, she also expresses an apparent revulsion for having once been diag¬ 
nosed with autism: “Doctors saw [my symptoms] . . . once, even, as autism. 
Autism!” (220). I do not share or condone this perspective. 

5. None of the works studied here uses the gender-subversive third-person 
pronoun ze; however, gender-subversive pronouns including ze and hir are a rich 
area for future work in discourse analysis and disability studies. 

6. The author’s website states, “I have an alter ego named Susanne An- 
tonetta, who writes much of the prose.” www.suzannepaola.com. 

7. These works include Prozac Diary (1999) and Love Works Like This 
(2002), and Opening Skinner’s Box (2004). 

Chapter 6 

1. I want to express my deep thanks to Barbara Currier Bell and Katalin Kadar 
Lynn, both of whom patiently answered my questions and sent me materials. 

2. This has also raised a number of important questions regarding the ethics 
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of this study. Please see the section “Disability Studies Methodology” for more 
discussion of my efforts to conduct this study of “intimate others” (Ellis, “Telling 
Secrets”) in a mindful and ethical way. 

3. In one of our conversations about this chapter, Cal pointed out that this 
paradox exists for students as well as employees: “There are interesting parallels 
here with people who have IQ scores in the ‘low-normal’ (70-85) range. Either 
they aren’t really disabled and they do not qualify for accommodations, or they 
are really disabled but in a way that means they don’t qualify as students.” 

4. Longmore did obtain a tenure-track job, and before his death in August 
2010, held the rank of full professor at San Francisco State University. However, 
he emphasizes that his story should not be seen as an “overcoming” narrative 
(which he succinctly calls “individualistic claptrap”) but rather the result of “the 
political tenacity and perseverance of our disability community” (257). 

5. In fact, Kessler said, his team’s estimate was “probably conservative” be¬ 
cause the survey from which they drew their findings, the National Comorbidity 
Survey Replication (NCS-R), did not include participants in prisons or hospitals, 
and included “very few” with autism or schizophrenia (NIMH, “Mental Disor¬ 
ders”). 

6 . Both independent scholar and mental disability are terms I brought to the 
study. The participants have their own ways of naming and identifying them¬ 
selves, which are discussed below. 

7. The fact that we’re all white and queer was a coincidental rather than an 
intentional feature of the study. However, it is an important limitation to note. 
Toni Morrison has said that whiteness in the American literary imagination tends 
to function as “mute, meaningless, unfathomable, pointless, frozen, veiled, cur¬ 
tained, dreaded, senseless, implacable” (59), and this has too often been true in 
qualitative research as well. In this study I regard whiteness, not as a taken-for- 
granted or invisible feature, but as a limiting and complicating factor. 

8. Readers will notice that, in the discussion of the three themes, the amount 
of text varies between participants. That is, one participant may have had more 
to say than another in reference to a particular topic; and overall, the three par¬ 
ticipants’ responses to questions varied tremendously in length. I struggled with 
this unevenness a bit, wondering whether I should attempt to “smooth it out” in 
the write-up and try to provide a roughly equal amount of text from each partic¬ 
ipant. Ultimately, I was guided by my belief that DS research must be sensitized 
to a nonhierarchical approach to difference. The fact that one participant hap¬ 
pened to have more words is not an indication of the importance of his or her 
voice; it simply means that each one took a different approach to the interview, 
and those differences are reflected in the write-up. Here, again, the importance of 
“co-interpretation” (Newkirk) is obvious. If a participant finds him- or herself 
with little to say in the context of an interview, the different context of reading 
and commenting on a draft of analysis may provide a more accessible opportu¬ 
nity to elaborate further. 

9. Although the True Spirit conference has been discontinued, American 
Boyz remains active. American Boyz is a social and support group that serves 
transmasculine persons and their significant others, families, friends, and allies. 
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10. Cal later elaborated this definition as “people with aphasia or dysphasia, 
some people with cerebral palsy, many deaf people in any place where signing or 
cued speech or some other visual system is not commonplace, many blind people 
in places where written texts and/or body language are important, people with¬ 
out a workable communication system at all, people who tend to be literal, etc. 
(but perhaps not all people with Williams Syndrome?), people whose first lan¬ 
guage is not commonly used where they live and who have disability-related trou¬ 
ble learning a second language.” 

11. The language used here is a parody of Internet-specific language, com¬ 
monly called LOLspeak. Roughly translated, it means “I’ve just received a diag¬ 
nosis and I’m happy about that.” 

12. Some scholars have begun to experiment with fictional forms in their aca¬ 
demic work (see Ellis, The Ethnographic I; Stewart), but this practice is far from 
established. 

13. Fan fiction (also called fanfic ) is defined by Rebecca Black as “a unique 
form of writing in which fans base their stories on the characters and plotlines of 
existing media and popular culture” (398). Phinnia’s fanfic most often focuses on 
characters from the television series House. Flash fiction (also called flashfc or 
nanofic) is extremely short fiction, generally less than 1,000 words, and sometimes 
as short as 50 or 100 words. 

14. Cal noted that this point resonated with her, explaining, “One thing that 
you get in grad school is the experience of having people who know their stuff of¬ 
fer feedback on your own mastery of the material. When you are self-educated 
(whether or not this takes the form of attending ‘the University of Google’), there 
is always that possibility that you have no clue what you’re going on about, and 
that [that] is evident to many people.” 

15. Related work has suggested other ways we might approach minori- 
tized/oppressed identities to form a basis for connection and collective action. 
One of these is “The Vulnerability Project,” part of the Race and Difference Ini¬ 
tiative at Emory University (http://www.gs.emory.edu/vulnerability). Another 
thematic/political base, “vitalism,” is suggested by James Overboe in “Vitalism: 
Subjectivity Exceeding Racism, Sexism, and (Psychiatric) Ableism.” 

16. For more on disability and in/ter/dependence, see Davis, Bending over 
Backwards; Durgin; and Lewiecki-Wilson. 
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